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ABSTRACT
The Impact of State Violence on Women During the 22 Years of Dictatorship in The Gambia
by
Isatou Bittaye-Jobe
Advisor: Professor Jayne Mooney
This thesis investigates the gendered dynamics of dictatorship in The Gambia by exploring the
impact of state sanctioned violence on women during former President Yahya Jammeh’s twentytwo years of tyranny in the country. During the two-decade long brutal reign under Jammeh,
Gambians from all walks of lives faced gross human rights violations and abuses that inflicted
collective national trauma on the population. Therefore, this project examines how Jammeh’s
tyrannical rule affected women’s rights, health, and wellbeing. Using a content analysis approach
coupled with semi-structured interviews with victims and survivors, I argue that although the
dictatorship affected all sectors of the Gambian population, women were the most adversely
impacted. Women did not only experienced torture and brutality from state agents but also
encountered sexual and gender-based violence, leaving them with deep psychological scars that
they are likely to live with for the rest of their lives. Grounded in Black feminist and postcolonial
feminist theories and framework, I argue that the gendered nature of the violence experienced by
women inspired them to be at the forefront of activism and resistance, thereby ending Jammeh’s
brutal regime in the nation’s historic elections in December 2016. The study concludes with the
implications for further research on violence prevention, and accountability and justice for
victims and survivors of the regime.
Key words: Women, State Violence, Dictatorship, Transitional Justice, Sexual Violence
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CHAPTER 1: CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND
Introduction
Recent decades have seen the fall of dictators in many African countries. Over the past
four years at least six African countries have toppled dictatorships and ushered in new
democracies. The smallest country on the continent, The Gambia, headed this wave of
democratization when its citizens, through various means of vigorous organizing and activism,
ended former President Yahya Jammeh’s twenty-two-year regime in a peaceful election in
December 2016. The long-term dictator who claimed to own the country and vowed to rule for a
billion years was defeated by opposition coalition candidate, Adama Barrow, in the nation’s
historic elections. Similar to many countries that experience dictatorships and conflicts, national
systems of order breakdown, state violence and repressed grievances became the order of the
day. In most developing countries not only do such dictatorships and conflicts threaten regional
stability, but they are accompanied by high rates of human rights violations and violence.
As in most conflicts and authoritarian regimes, women and children often account for the
majority of those adversely affected by oppressive systems of power and violence, yet their
experiences usually go unreported1. Even in situations where women’s experiences are brought
to light, they are often portrayed as passive victims of violence rather than people with agency
and power, able to contribute to addressing violence, and building justice and peace.2 This is
often a result of the pre-existing gender imbalance in the levels of political, economic, and social
power and the sensitive nature of women's experiences, especially when it relates to sexual
1

Al-Ali, Nadje. 2005. “Reconstructing Gender: Iraqi Women between Dictatorship, War, Sanctions and
Occupation.” Third World Quarterly 26 (No. 4/5): 739-758. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3993718.
2

Wonchul, Shin. 2020. “Mama, Keep Walking for Peace and Justice: Gender Violence and Liberian
Mothers.” Interreligious Peace Movement. Religions 11, no. 7 (June): 323, p.1: https://doi.org/10.3390/rel11070323.
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violence. During his “iron-fist” reign former President Yahya Jammeh spared no segment of the
population—from the elderly, religious leaders, young people to the media—every sector of
Gambian society was impacted. However, women experienced a different form of impact as the
twenty-two years of brutal regime has had serious implications for them. Women were not only
victims of arrest, detention and torture but also experienced physical and sexual violence,
gender-based harassment and discrimination. Since the gruesome effects of dictatorships are not
unique to men, it is important to recognize the consequent impact this oppressive regime had on
women in The Gambia. In addition, the crucial role women played in grassroots movements by
empowering other women and children in civil society and allowing them to inspire societal
change is worth examining.
There is substantial scholarly research and secondary data that systematically
documented Jammeh’s dictatorial regime and how human rights were eroded and the economy
shattered. Scholars such as (Ceesay 2006)3, (Ceesay 2004)4, (Hughes 2008)5, (Hughes and
Perfect 2006)6, (Saine 1996; 2000; 2002; 2008; 2009)7, (Saine, Ceesay and Sall 2013)8, and

3

Ceesay, Ebrima. 2006. The Military and ‘Democratisation in The Gambia: 1994-2003. Victoria, BC:
Trafford. ISBN: 9781425101039.
4

Ceesay, Ebrima Jogomai. 2004. 'Democratization' under the military and quasi-military regimes in the
Gambia : 1994-2003. N.p.: University of Birmingham. https://ethos.bl.uk/OrderDetails.do?uin=uk.bl.ethos.408472.
5

Hughes, Arnold. 2008. “'Democratization' under the Military in The Gambia: 1994-2000.” Commonwealth
& Comparative Politics 38, no. 3 (March): 35-52. 10.1080/14662040008447825.
6

Hughes, Arnold, and David Perfect. 2006. A Political History of The Gambia, 1816-1994. Rochester, NY:
University of Rochester Press. 10.1086/ahr.115.1.324.
7

Saine, Abdoulaye. 1996. “The Coup d’état in The Gambia, 1994: The End of The First Republic.” Armed
Forces & Society 23, no. 1 (October): 97-111. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X9602300105; Saine, Abdoulaye.
2000. “The Foreign Policy of The Gambia since the Coup, 1994-99.” Commonwealth & Comparative Politics 38,
no. 2 (March): 73-88. https://doi.org/10.1080/14662040008447819; Saine, Abdoulaye. 2002. “Post-Coup Politics in
The Gambia.” Journal of Democracy 13, no. 4 (October): 167-172; Saine, Abdoulaye. 2008. “The Gambia's 2006
presidential election: change or continuity?” African Studies Review 51, no. 1 (April): 59-83.
https://doi.org/10.1353/arw.0.0029; Saine, Abdoulaye. 2009. The Paradox of Third-Wave Democratization in
Africa: The Gambia under AFPRC-APRC Rule, 1994-2008. Plymouth: Lexington Books; and Saine, Abdoulaye.
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(Wiseman 1996; 1997; 1998)9 have written widely on this era of The Gambia’s political
development. Further, the United States Department of State Reports on Human Rights in The
Gambia, and the Amnesty International Reports on The Gambia, as well as international news
channels such as Reuters, BBC, The New York Times and The Washington Post, and the
Gambian local newspapers have widely documented human rights violations that happened in
the country during Jammeh’s reign. However, little attention is given to the gendered nature of
the dictatorship under Jammeh and how state-sanctioned violence has impacted women’s rights,
health, and wellbeing.
Scholars have also written widely on transitional justice, peacebuilding and
democratization processes in post-conflict and post-dictatorship societies, and how women’s
participation in these processes has shifted the gender paradigm and empowered women.
Existing research demonstrated that women’s entry into the political arena during transitions was
likely to generate specific demands to improve the condition of women during the transition and
the emerging democracies.10 It is when women as a group play important roles in the struggles
against authoritarianism, and when gender equality becomes a part of the core demands of

2020. “Commissioned Report to The Gambia's Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Commission: 1994-2017.”
Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Commission. http://www.trrc.gm/updates/.
8

Saine, Abdoulaye, Ebrima Jogomai Ceesay, and Ebrima Sall. 2013. State and Society in The Gambia
Since Independence: 1965-2012. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.
9

Wiseman, John A. 1996. “Military Rule in The Gambia: An Interim Assessment.” Third World Quarterly
17, no. 5 (December): 917-940. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436599615182; Wiseman, John A. 1997. “Letting Yahya
Jammeh Off Lightly?” Review of African Political Economy 24 (72): 265-269.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056249708704257; and Wiseman, John A. 1998. “The Gambia: From Coup to Elections.”
Journal of Democracy 9, no. 2 (April): 64-75. https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.1998.0035.
10

Waylen, Georgina. 2007. Engendering Transitions: Women's Mobilizations, Institutions, and Gender
Outcomes. London: Oxford University Press.
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human rights during transitions that there are stronger prospects for a favorable framework to
realize equality reforms and greater legitimization of women’s demands.11
However, the impact of dictatorships on women, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa and
the important role women play in ending authoritarian regimes and transitional justice processes
in Africa is largely underexplored. To fill this gap, this thesis will examine the impact of former
President Yahya Jammeh’s twenty-two years of tyrannical rule on Gambian women by exploring
the lived experiences of women, and highlighting the violence they encountered from state
authorities. The study is particularly important as it will contribute to establishing a historical
record and documentation of how Yahya Jammeh’s oppressive regime affected the rights, health,
and wellbeing of women in The Gambia. Moreover, it will help in raising awareness about state
violence perpetrated against women during conflicts and dictatorships; inspire public
consciousness and societal change on the need to break all systems of power that perpetuate and
condone sexual and gender-based violence. Further, the research will contribute to academic
debates on women's contribution to bringing democratic change and the crucial role they play in
the transitional justice process in The Gambia.
Additionally, it is fundamental that the experiences of women with state violence is
documented not only through the ongoing Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Commission
(TRRC) but in academic debates and the historical record of the country. As a result of the
patriarchal culture, often women’s experiences of violence are hidden in situations of conflict
and oppressive regimes. In fact, women usually do not consider what happened to them as
violations of their human rights. As reflected in the public consultations that the International
Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) had with women in the rural communities of The Gambia
11

Moghadam, Valentine M. 2013. Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East.
Boulder: Lynne Rienner.
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where a female victim stated: “As president, Jammeh had the right to tell us what to do; we
would be wrong to say no.”12 Such statements show the depth of both the authoritarian culture
that took root in the country, and the disrespect for women and their rights that is pervasive in
many communities. According to ICTJ, during the consultations women revealed, shockingly,
that they did not think they had suffered violations, despite having been forced to carry out hard
labor in appalling conditions on Jammeh’s farms, where they were exposed to disease, lost
significant income as they could not work on their own farms, and in the worst cases were
sexually and economically exploited.13 Only after hearing from ICTJ’s experts and staff did the
women at the consultations finally recognize that they were indeed victims of human rights
violations.14 “No, it is not acceptable to be forced to work without pay or proper food. No, it is
not acceptable for soldiers to visit you at night and force themselves on you.”15 The
unwillingness of women to come forward and share their stories and experiences with violence is
also seen in the TRRC hearings: since the commencement of the hearings, almost two years now,
only 69 female witnesses have testified before the commission out of almost 300 witnesses.16
Additionally, of those who testified, only a few testified about what happened to them
directly, despite the TRRC’s efforts and initiatives encouraging women’s effective participation
in the process. However, the socio-cultural norms and beliefs, coupled with fear of stigmatization
from society, make most women victims feel reluctant to share their stories of the violence they

12

Gbery, Didier. 2019. “Violence Against Gambian Women Must Be Acknowledged.” International Center
for Transitional Justice. https://www.ictj.org/news/violations-against-gambian-women-must-be-acknowledged.
13

Ibid.

14Ibid.

15

Ibid.

16

Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Commission. 2020. Statement by the Chair, Dr. Lamin J.

Sise, at the opening of the Eighteenth Session of the TRRC’s Public hearings. TRRC, December 7, 2020.
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suffered during Jammeh’s brutal regime. Often when victims and survivors of gender-based
violence share their experiences, their stories are doubted, they get chastised and blamed for the
violence they encountered, and are further re-traumatized as counselling services are not readily
available in The Gambia, thereby resulting to women’s stories of violence going unreported. To
reiterate, this thesis will highlight the experiences of women with state violence during the
dictatorship and how it impacted their rights, health, and wellbeing.
Brief Political History of The Gambia
In responding to the research questions of this thesis, it is important to begin with a brief
discussion of the political history of The Gambia to gain a better understanding of the contextual
background. The Gambia, a small country in Sub-Saharan Africa, continues to evoke a puzzling
political history since post-coloniality. The country established a multi-party democracy
following independence and was a shining example prior to July 1994 as the longest multiparty
democracy in a continent where authoritarian regimes were pervasive.17 Although, The Gambia
has multi-party democracy, the ruling party—People’s Progressive Party—has been the
dominant party throughout the twenty-nine years of existence of the first republic as the
opposition parties were weak.18 Nonetheless, the country was considered as one of the most
stable in the region with no history of political violence except the aborted coup d’état in 1981.
However, the political history of The Gambia changed on July 22, 1994 when a group of soldiers
led by Lieutenant Yahya Jammeh toppled the government of President Dawda Kairaba Jawara in
a bloodless coup d’état, and placed the country in military rule for two years (1994 to 1996).19

17

Edie, Carlene J. 2000. “Democracy in The Gambia: Past, Present and Prospects for the Future.” Africa
Development/Afrique Et Développement 25 (3/4): 161-198. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43658048.
18

Edie, Carlene J. 2000.

19

Ibid.
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Jammeh’s human rights violations began as early as soon as Jawara’s government was
toppled as the junta started with the issuance of decrees such as Decree 89 that banned all former
ministers, including ex-president Jawara from participation in any political activity.20 Following
the end of the two year transition, The Gambia held elections in September 1996 and the coup
military leader turned-civilian, Yahya Jammeh, founded his own political party—Alliance for
Patriotic Re-orientation and Construction (APRC)—under which he contested the election and
won; though some observers described the election as neither free nor fair.21 Since then, Yahya
Jammeh has been winning elections in the country, which many observers, including ECOWAS,
regarded as window dressing elections; and his party, APRC, dominated both the parliament and
local government councils.22
The Gambia under Yahya Jammeh’s rule was not a democratic regime. For twenty-two
years the country continued to fare poorly in global human rights and governance rankings due
to Jammeh’s total disregard for the rule of law, personalization of the state and constant violation
of people’s human rights. The Gambia has always been ranked as “not free” since 1998 until
2001 when it saw a slight improvement by moving to “partly free” but not surprisingly returned
to a “not free” status in 2012 in the annual Freedom in the World rankings by Freedom House. In
2016 the country was again ranked as “not free” with 20 aggregate score out of 100 (0 being the
least free and 100 the freest) compared to neighboring Senegal at 78 percent.23 It is further
ranked as the second country tied with Turkey at minus 28 amongst the largest 10-year score

20

Saine, Abdoulaye. 2020. “Commissioned Report to The Gambia's Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations
Commission: 1994-2017.” Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Commission. http://www.trrc.gm/updates/.
21

Edie, Carlene J. 2000.

22

Ibid, p. 192.

23

Freedom House. 2017. “Freedom in the World 2017.” Freedom House.
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declines in freedom.24 The Mo Ibrahim Foundation ranked The Gambia in 2015 at 46.6 (out of
100) in overall governance, ranking 35th (out of 54) in Africa.25 The Gambia has shown
deterioration in every category in the past ten years.26 Human rights violations were pervasive;
the government was very intolerant to dissent and opposition was weakened with limited access
to the public media.
During his more than two decades rule, Jammeh continued to crack down on the
opposition, human rights activists, and anyone he considered a threat to his power. In 2009, a
prominent opposition leader of the People’s Democratic Organization for Independence and
Socialism (PDOIS) and National Assembly member for Serrekunda, Hon. Halifa Sallah was
arrested, charged with treason and imprisoned in Mile 2 prison for exposing a “witchcraft hunt”
campaign perpetuated by members of the security agencies under Jammeh’s command.27 Sallah
was subsequently released after spending weeks in prison and his charges were later dropped by
the government.28 In 2013, three members of the main opposition—United Democratic Party
(UDP)—including its National Treasurer, Mr. Amadou Sanneh were arrested and sentenced to
five years jail term of sedition charges.29

24

Puddington, Arch, and Tyler Roylance. 2017. “Freedom in the World 2017 Populists and Autocrats: The
Dual Threat to Global Democracy.” Freedom House. https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedomworld/2017/populists-and-autocrats-dual-threat-global-democracy.
25

Mo Ibrahim Foundation. 2017. “2017 Forum Report: Africa at a Tipping Point.” Mo Ibrahim Foundation.
http://s.mo.ibrahim.foundation/u/2017/09/14103424/2017-ForumReport.pdf.https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/gambia.
26

Ibid.

27

Amnesty International. 2010. “Amnesty International Report 2010 - The State of the World's Human
Rights.” Amnesty International. https://www.ecoi.net/en/document/1219624.html.
28

Ibid.

29

The Point Newspaper. 2013. “UDP Amadou Sanneh, two others jailed 5 years.” The Point Newspaper.
https://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/udp-treasurer-amadou-sanneh-two-others-jailed-5-years.
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Journalists were arbitrarily arrested, physically assaulted, jailed, disappeared and their
media offices burnt down. The environment under which the media operated was very hostile as
Jammeh did not only stop at physical attacks on journalists but used his political party’s
numerical advantage in the National Assembly to frequently amend the constitution and enact
draconian media laws, limiting freedom of expression and assembly. The limitation on freedom
of assembly was manifested in the Solo Sandeng case of April 14, 2016. Sandeng, the then
National Organizing Secretary of the opposition party—UDP, was arrested on April 14 in the
run-up to the 2016 election alongside other members of his party while leading a peaceful protest
for electoral reforms and demanding the resignation of President Jammeh.30 Sandeng was later
confirmed dead while in state custody following his alleged torture by members of the National
Intelligence Agency (NIA).31 The UDP leadership announced that two female protesters,
Fatoumatta Jawara and Nogoi Njie, who were arrested alongside Sandeng, were also brutally
tortured.32 The death of Sandeng triggered the UDP leadership, including the Party leader,
Lawyer Ousainou Darboe, into staging another protest march two days after Sandeng’s death,
demanding for Sandeng’s body either dead or alive, resulting in him (Darboe) and other key
UDP figures being arrested, detained and eventually sentenced to three years imprisonment.
Jammeh’s attacks on his opponents are not only limited to male politicians, journalists
and activists but included women journalists, female politicians, and Women Human Rights
Defenders. A prominent female US based journalist and stanch critic of Jammeh, Fatou Jaw
Manneh, was arrested in 2007 while on vacation in The Gambia and charged with sedition due to
30

Human Rights Watch. 2016. “Gambia: Investigate Death in Custody, Free Protesters.” Human Rights
Watch. https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/04/18/gambia-investigate-death-custody-free-protesters.
31

Human Rights Watch. 2016.

32

Ibid.
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her criticisms of Jammeh’s authoritarian regime.33 Another female journalist who suffered from
Jammeh’s wrath was Sarata Jabbie, former Vice-President of the Gambia Press Union and staff
of The Point Newspaper. Jabbie was arrested in 2009 alongside six other male colleague
journalists, charged with sedition and defamation, and sentenced to three years imprisonment.34
After spending about one month at the Mile 2 central prison, together with her 7 months old baby
(who spent 3 days in the prison), Jabbie and her colleagues were released following a
presidential pardon due to pressure from the international community.35 Additionally, another
prominent female journalist and one-time Jammeh’s Press Secretary, Fatou Camara was also
arrested and detained in November 2013, accused of spreading false information about Jammeh
and charged with sedition. After spending twenty-five days in jail, Camara jumped bail and fled
to the US where she has lived in exile and become a stanch critic of Jammeh’s government
through her online media platform, The Fatu Network.36 Other women journalists who suffered
from Jammeh’s brutal rule included Amie Joof-Cole, Ndey Tapha Sosseh and others who went
to live in self-imposed exile elsewhere.
In 2010, two prominent Women Human Rights Activists—Dr. Isatou Touray and Amie
Bojang Sissoho—were arrested for alleged misappropriation of 30,000 euros and detained for

33
Committee to Protect Journalists. 2007. “U.S. Based Journalist charged with sedition in Gambia.”
Committee to Protect Journalists. https://cpj.org/2007/04/usbased-journalist-charged-with-sedition-in-gambia/.
34
Jallow, Yankuba. 2019a. “Sarata Jabbie Testifies About Her Detention with Her 7 Months Son.” Foroyaa
Newspaper. https://foroyaa.gm/sarata-jabbies-testimony-before-the-trrc/.
35

Jallow, Yankuba. 2019a.

36

The Point Newspaper “Fatou Camara Arrested, Detained” (September 23, 2013)
http://thepoint.gm/africa/gambia/article/fatou-camara-arrested-detained (Accessed May 13, 2019); BBC, “Gambia
TV Host Fatou Camara Flees to the U.S.” (November 5, 2013) https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-24828059
(Accessed May 13, 2019).
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eight days in prison, eventually charged with theft; their case was later dropped.37 Dr. Touray,
who is the current Vice-President of The Gambia and Mrs. Bojang-Sissoho, the current Director
of Press and Public Relations of President Adama Barrow, and their organization the Gambia
Committee against Traditional Practices (GAMCOTRAP) have been targeted by Jammeh since
the early days of his regime. In 1999, Jammeh publicly declared that he could not guarantee the
safety of activists who were campaigning against Female Genital Mutilation (referring to Dr.
Touray and Mrs. Bojang-Sissoho as they were mainly the two Gambian activists who were
publicly campaigning against this harmful practice at the time). Following Jammeh’s public
declaration, a policy directive from the Director of The Gambia Radio and Television Services
(GRTS) at the time barred staff of GRTS from broadcasting any messages that oppose FGM.38
GAMCOTRAP reacted to this ban by sending an open letter to Jammeh, an action one could
argue might have caused Jammeh’s strong abhorrence for the two women’s rights activists.
Jammeh’s attacks on opponents, including women, continued until the downfall of his regime in
January 2017.
On December 1st, 2016, The Gambia held a Presidential election in which former
President Jammeh, who vowed to rule the country for a billion a year, lost to the opposition
coalition candidate Adama Barrow. Jammeh initially conceded defeat, and a week later, he
rejected the election results, citing irregularities and instituted an election petition, contesting the
validity of the results. However, he could not succeed with his election petition as the Supreme
Court, the only court mandated to hear election petition cases was not constituted at the time.
37

Africa Feminist Forum. 2010. “Two Prominent Gender and Human Rights Defenders Detained in The
Gambia: Dr. Isatou Touray and Amie Bojang Sissoho.” Africa Feminist Forum.
http://www.africanfeministforum.com/two-prominent-gender-and-human-rights-defenders-detained-in-the-gambiadr-isatou-touray-and-amie-bojang-sissoho/; Amnesty International. 2011. “Annual Report: Gambia 2011.” Amnesty
International. https://www.amnestyusa.org/reports/annual-report-gambia-2011/.
38

Africa Feminist Forum. 2010.
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Jammeh’s refusal to step down caused over a month’s political impasse in the country that led to
thousands of people, including women and children fleeing to neighboring Senegal and he was
eventually forced out of office on January 20, 2017, following negotiations led by ECOWAS and
diplomatic pressure with imminent threat of military intervention by troops from neighboring
Senegal and Nigeria.39
As a direct result of twenty-two years of authoritarian rule, human rights violations were
widespread. In most cases, there were no investigations and perpetrators have not been brought
to justice. As part of its transitional justice process, in December 2017, the new government of
Adama Barrow enacted a law establishing the Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations
Commission (TRRC) that is mandated to investigate and establish an impartial historical record
of the nature, causes and extent of violations and abuses of human rights committed during the
period July 1994 to January 2017, and to consider the granting of reparations to victims.40 The
TRRC has an initial mandate of three years upon which it should complete its findings and
present a report to the government, and testimonies of human rights violations are currently
being heard from both perpetrators and victims, including female victims and survivors.
The hearings at the TRRC are an important step toward the inclusion of women and their
experiences in the truth-seeking process. However, as noted above such hearings shouldn’t be
the only means of hearing women’s experiences as the extent of violations are so deep that
public testimonies alone are not enough to unpack all the ways in which Gambian women have

39

France24. 2017. “ECOWAS troops await orders as Gambian president refuses to step down.” France24.
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been and continue to be affected by past violations and the pervasive culture of violence against
women.
To provide a safe space for women to share their experiences of human rights violations,
especially sexual and gender-based violence, the commission created a Women’s Affairs Unit
that held listening circles with women across The Gambia. As part of its inclusion work, the
Women’s Affairs Unit also held women’s community dialogues where they educated women on
the commission’s work and the need for women, particularly the direct and indirect victims, to
participate in the TRRC process.41 According to its interim report, the Commission indicated that
through these listening circles and women’s community dialogue, victims and survivors of
sexual and gender-based violence and witch hunts were encouraged to share their stories either
through public or in-camera hearings, or submit statements to be included in the commission’s
record.42 In parallel with the public hearings, the TRRC conducts outreach activities and “Never
Again” campaigns, and holds school outreach, town hall meetings and village dialogues, site
visits to key institutions and promoting reconciliation and healing.43 The Commission’s work
also includes Victim Support through its Victims Support Unit which provides psychological
support such as holistic therapy to individuals, groups and their families, medical support,
support on livelihood and wellbeing, personal security, safety and protection as well as logistics
and daily management of issues related to the victims’ participation in the TRRC process.44
During the COVID-19 pandemic, through its Victims Participation Support Fund that is
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supported by the United Nations Transitional Justice and Human Rights project, the TRRC
provided food support to victims and survivors of human rights violations to improve the
nutritional needs and status of victims in need.45 However, the rejection of the new Draft
Constitution Promulgation Bill 2020 by the National Assembly of The Gambia in September
2020 might have implications on the full implementation of the recommendations of the TRRC
as the current 1997 constitution granted immunity to Jammeh and his Armed Forces Provisional
Ruling Council (AFPRC) junta colleagues for crimes they committed during the two year
transitional period, 1994-1996.46 Thus, some victims might not get justice for the violence they
encountered during this period unless a new constitution is adopted before the TRRC presents its
recommendations. Dismantling the architecture that promotes patriarchal notions of violence
against women will require the recognition of the voices of the women it adversely affects, hence
this study will center on women’s voices and lived experiences.
Definition of Key Terms
The term “State”, like many other terms does not have a one specific definition as it
could mean different things to different scholars, especially in political science. States in mature
democracies differ from those that existed under colonialism in various ways including origin,
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social formation, and role.47 Political scientists and legal scholars define the State as any legal
territorial unit or entity that enjoys sovereignty and has monopoly over the legitimate use of
force.48 The State is composed of three different organs—the executive, judiciary, and
legislature—with clearly defined mandates, functions, and oversights, that serve as checks and
balances on each other. It has a government, flag, and delineated physical boundaries.
In many democracies, state powers are divided among the three branches of government,
hence the separation of powers. However, in centralized states such as The Gambia, security
units such as the army play a role in the governance process and often serve as the repressive
mechanism for violation of rights. According to (Saine 2020), among the forms of states is the
“national-security” state in which the leader utilizes the security units as a repressive mechanism
and makes such security systems accountable to them, and they solely function to maintain
regime security, and a general atmosphere of fear and silence.49 In his book Brave New World
Order, (Jack 1992) identified seven characteristics of a “national security” state which includes
the highest authority is vested in the military who determines the overall direction of the society,
and maintenance of an appearance of democracy.50 Further, (Jack 1992) highlighted other
common traits of a “national security” state such as obsession with enemies where the state’s
main preoccupation is defending against such enemies; restriction of public debate and popular
participation through secrecy, intimidation and sowing an environment of fear and clandestine
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activities by security units justified as ‘national security” interest.51 Similarly, the “vampire”
state also exists which often operates as a criminally-minded military or civilian regime with the
sole purpose of blood sucking the vital economic resources of a country.52 In his book, The
Vampire State in Africa: The Political Economy of Decline, Jonathan Frimpong-Ansah described
Ghana’s 1982-1983 economic decline as a transition to a post-colonial “vampire state.”53
Frimpong-Ansah argued that Ghana’s economic collapse cannot be situated outside the political
process because series of predatory and vampire-like coalitions that had over-taxed
"unproductive and fragmented peasant agriculture," particularly the cocoa industry, in order to
fund inappropriate development projects that are in the short-term interests of the ruling coalition
led to the virtual destruction of the country's agriculture sector, which "would otherwise have
provided the savings for a more moderate pace of development.54
In the Gambian case, former President Jammeh has not only utilized state and public
resources for his personal gains but used the repressive security apparatus such as the NIA to
beat, arrest, kill, disappear, and maim Gambians including politicians, journalists, dissidents, and
perceived opponents. The NIA together with other security units including the Gambia National
Army and the Gambia Police Force were used in clandestine operations for Jammeh that eroded
human rights in the country and sustained Jammeh’s tyrannical regime for more than two
decades. As argued by (Saine 2020), The Gambia under Jammeh operated a hybrid “national-
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security-state-vampire-state” system as elements in both forms of States were present during his
twenty-two years of brutal regime.55
Moving on to the definition of state violence, in the context of this research, I define state
violence as:
any form of violence and rights violations perpetrated by agents of the state, including
state security, ministers and government officials acting on behalf of the state or former
President Yahya Jammeh, or on their own behalf by abusing their powers. It also
includes violence perpetrated by the former President Yahya Jammeh himself.
During Jammeh’s dictatorial regime, the state, including state security agencies such as
the NIA, the army and the police played a lead role in the erosion of human rights as Jammeh
clandestinely used the state and security units to brutalize Gambians.
Sexual violence is defined as “any act, attempt or threat of sexual nature, unwanted sexual
comments or advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality using
coercion by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim in any setting.”56
Under the laws of The Gambia, sexual violence is:
“any sexual act or attempt to obtain a sexual act or any unwanted sexual comments or
advances or any act to traffic or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality using
coercion, by a person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting
including but not limited to home and work.”57
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Gender-based violence is defined under the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) General Recommendation as:
“any act of violence that results in physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering to
women; including threats of such acts, coercion, or arbitrary deprivation of liberty,
whether occurring in public or private life.”58
According to the UN High Commission for Refugees, gender-based violence is “violence that is
directed against a person on the basis of gender or sex. It includes acts that inflict physical,
mental or sexual harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and other deprivations of
liberty.”59 Thus, gender-based violence is any form of violence directed at individuals because of
their gender.
Women’s Rights Under Jammeh
An analysis of the impact of state sanctioned violence on women in The Gambia must be
prefaced by a brief overview of the general situation of women’s political, socio-economic and
cultural rights during Jammeh’s rule. The lack of democratic space, the prevalence of a highly
repressive and authoritarian regime, and the highly patriarchal nature of Gambian society have
impeded the participation and representation of Gambian women in politics or in the exercise of
their political rights. As a result, there is a significant gap between the constitutional and legal
documents that guarantee women’s equal participation in politics, and the actual representation
of women in decision-making bodies and the use of associated rights. Although some would give
credit to Jammeh for having appointed women in important positions of power, including the
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Vice-Presidency, Speaker of the National Assembly, and several ministerial positions. However,
others would argue that the rhetoric on women’s empowerment and promotion of women’s
rights was generally lip service under Jammeh. Mrs. Isatou Njie-Saidy served as the VicePresident and Minister for Women’s Affairs for almost two decades until Jammeh’s ousting in
2016. However, having a long-term female Vice-President and Minister for Women’s Affairs did
not substantively impact and improve the rights of women. The mere appointment of women to
ministerial positions without adequate resources allocated to women’s needs and effective
enforcement of laws protecting women’s rights did not result in the advancement of women.
Under Jammeh’s dictatorial rule, women were abused by former President Jammeh
himself and state security agents; their rights violated; and their representation in political
positions continued to be dismal throughout his twenty-two years rule. In fact there are anecdotal
evidence that younger women who were born during Jammeh’s regime believe that the highest
political office women can hold in The Gambia is only that of a Vice-President as they grew up
seeing Mrs. Njie-Saidy only as a Vice-President and no woman has ever contested for
Presidential election in the country, that is, until 2016 when Dr. Isatou Touray emerged as the
first female presidential candidate in the history of the country. The history of women’s political
participation and representation in The Gambia has always been fairly short. Whereas the
democratic space has been widened in the new democratic dispensation, women are still grossly
under-represented in political decision-making institutions, particularly at the parliament and
local governments levels. The international instruments that The Gambia is a party to such as the
Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) calls
for the adoption of temporary special measures to enhance women’s political representation.
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However, the government of The Gambia is still yet to implement such special measures as
women are still being discriminated against in politics.
Jammeh’s expansion of schools to rural communities of The Gambia and the
government’s education policy of waiving of school fees at primary and secondary levels in
government schools had enabled wide access to education, including girls’ education. Although
girls’ access to education did not fundamentally change the gendered social relations in the
country, it impacted positively on many girls and educated women, especially those who attained
higher education. Though access to education, including girls’ education significantly increased
under Jammeh, the quality of education deteriorated as Jammeh’s education policies were geared
more towards quantity than quality. The government under Jammeh has enacted several
progressive legislations that protect and promote the rights of women including the Women’s
Act 2010, Children’s Act 2005, Sexual Offences Act 2013, Domestic Violence Act 2013, and the
Women’s Amendment Act 2010 that prohibits female genital mutilation and child marriage in
the country. The Government of The Gambia has also signed and ratified several international
human rights conventions that protect women from violence including the Convention on the
Protocol to the African Charter on the Rights of Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol), CEDAW,
amongst others. However, all these laws are meaningless when they are not fully enforced, and
adequate resources and proper reporting mechanisms provided to ensure women’s full protection
from violence. The Women’s Act provides a comprehensive provision for the protection of
women from violence, and both the Sexual Offences and Domestic Violence Acts criminalize
and prohibit violence against girls and women, and recommend appropriate measures to be
initiated to support survivors of violence, yet effective enforcement remains a challenge. Further,
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the state security agents who are supposed to be the enforcers of the law are sometimes the
perpetrators and abusers of women.
Gender-based violence is a widespread phenomenon in The Gambia both under Jammeh,
and post-Jammeh era. According to the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2013, 41% of
Gambian women aged 15-49 have experienced physical violence at least once since age 15, and
10% experience physical violence within the 12 months preceding the survey.60 Intimate-partner
violence was common and usually goes unreported as most women see violence from their
husbands as normal.61 The DHS revealed that 26% of ever married women experienced
emotional, physical, and sexual violence from their spouse, and 12% reported having
experienced one or more forms of these violence in the past 12 months prior to the survey.62
However, under Jammeh, violence against women, especially those perpetuated by state agents
usually went unreported and victims often didn’t seek justice due to fear of further persecution
and stigmatization.
To fill this gap, the main research questions driving this research are: How did the
twenty-two years of dictatorship in The Gambia impact women? What are the experiences of
women with state violence during the dictatorship in The Gambia? What role did women play in
bringing a new democratic dispensation in The Gambia? An exploration of these questions is
particularly relevant because women’s experiences with state violence in a dictatorship are often
ignored and their contributions in bringing democratic change unrecognized.
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Before examining the research questions proposed above, I offer a contextual background
to the research topic, history of this era of The Gambia’s political development, and brief
overview of the situation of women’s rights during Jammeh’s era. The second chapter reviews
the existing literature on women’s experiences with violence in conflicts and dictatorship in the
global south. Also, the theoretical and methodological framework utilized in this research is
discussed in this chapter. Drawing from the large body of literature and “semi-structured”
interviews and a survey with female victims and survivors of state violence during Jammeh’s
era, I respond to the research questions using feminist research methodology, and post-colonial
feminism and Black feminist theories.
The third chapter discusses the research methodology by explaining the research
objectives, research questions and hypothesis, study design and methods, and the research
limitations and the problems in researching violence against women, especially state violence.
The fourth chapter provides an analysis of the primary data from the “semi-structured”
interviews and a survey with the female victims and survivors, and describe the lived
experiences of women during the period of Jammeh’s brutal regime. The final chapter discusses
the research findings and its implications for women’s rights, health, and wellbeing; women’s
resilience, and resistance to violence during the period, and the role women played in bringing
democratic change and reconstruction of the country. In conclusion, I discuss the implications
for future research, and propose further investigation to stem from this awareness, which would
lead to new questions about violence prevention, accountability and justice for victims and
survivors of Jammeh’s dictatorial regime.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter introduces the theoretical and methodological framework at the basis of the
analysis. Firstly, feminist research methodology and feminist theories such as postcolonial
feminism and Black feminist theory are discussed. Afterwards, theories that explain violence
against women are examined. Finally, the literature documenting the experiences of women with
violence during conflicts, wars, and authoritarian regimes is explored.
Theoretical and Methodological Framework
This thesis employs a feminist research methodology to answer the research questions. In
understanding the impact of the dictatorship on women’s rights, health and wellbeing including
their sexual and reproductive health rights, it is crucial to bear in mind how the patriarchal
system constructs women’s sexuality and bodies. Thus, feminist research methodology is utilized
for this study because its principles such as attention to power imbalances, centering women's
voices and lived experiences, and reflectivity are fundamental to this research.63 Moreover, to
address the problem of portrayal of women victims and survivors of violence during conflicts
and authoritarian rule as passive victims of violence without recognizing their power and agency,
this study centers the voices, perspectives and lived experiences of women. Given the nature of
Jammeh’s dictatorial regime and the various factors that contributed to its ending, it is crucial to
not only discuss how it impact women’s rights, health and wellbeing but also highlight the role
women played in bringing democratic change in the country. Therefore, it is apt that this
research study utilizes a feminist research methodology as it will contribute in advancing
feminist causes by sharing women’s stories and lived experiences of state sanctioned violence
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during Jammeh’s regime, and consequently contribute in raising public awareness on the
phenomenon of sexual and gender-based violence in The Gambia.
Theoretical framework
As stated above, this study is guided by Black feminist theory and postcolonial feminism
as a theoretical framework. Black feminist theory centers the lived experiences of black women
within a specific social and historical context. Black feminist theory identifies black women’s
experiences of oppression as intersectional, rather than ‘occurring along a single categorical
axis.’64 As elucidated by Patricia Hill-Collins, Black feminism sees systems of oppression as an
overarching structure of domination, thus important to understand black women’s experience as
part of a system of “interlocking race, gender, class and sexual oppression.”65 Focusing on the
importance of ideas, Collins described the lived experiences of black women as Black Feminist
Thought instead of theory.66 For Collins, theory is often perceived as abstract, and implies that
only theorists or educated elites can comprehend their own experiences and those of others,
therefore Collins perceived that thought and action can work together to generate theory, which
resonates from the lived experiences of most Black women.67 Collins argued that to understand
the origins of Black women’s experiences, one must capture them from black women’s
experiences, and from their ways of knowing, and positioning these understandings in the
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world.68 Thus, Black feminist theory provides a unique lens through which one can understand
the dominant frameworks embedded in the discourse about sexual violence as well as the
available prevention and response policy. Therefore, Black feminist thought sets the stage for
understanding the social and historical circumstances of Black women. Black feminist thought
discusses the struggle of Black women and the multiple oppression they face in their lives
challenging systems of domination.69 As described by Collins, Black feminism is “a process of
self-conscious struggle that empowers women and men to actualize a humanist vision of
community.”70 Hence, Black feminist theory is a representative of Black women’s lived
experiences and realities.
Postcolonial feminism grew out of critique of the homogenizing tendencies of Western
and Eurocentric feminism. Postcolonial feminism offers a feminist theorizing through such
concepts as representation, ‘othering’ and the silencing of developing countries’ women's
voices.71 Postcolonial feminist theory seeks to address the representation of women in once
colonized countries and in western locations because western feminism have overlooked the
racial, cultural, and historical specificities surrounding the experiences and perspectives of
women in developing countries.72 Thus, postcolonial feminist theory focuses on the construction
of gender differences and encourages the recognition of all voices as ‘gendered’, and the need for
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all analyses to take this into account. Using a postcolonial feminism methodology as an
analytical framework for this research study will allow for the simultaneous examination of
gender, class, ethnicity, culture and history. Further, the combination of postcolonial scholarship
and black feminism produces a theoretical perspective that recognizes the need for hearing the
voices of all marginalized subjects who have been historically silenced. Hence, I use postcolonial
feminism and Black feminist theories as the basis of analysis for this research as they offer a
nuanced theoretical framework to analyze the lived experiences of women with state sanctioned
violence during Jammeh’s dictatorial regime.
Before turning to review the existing literature on how women were impacted with
violence during conflicts and authoritarian regimes in the global south, it is useful to examine the
existing theories explaining violence against women. There are various theories on violence
against women. Researchers such as (Goode 1971) discussed violence against women in the
context of family and force; arguing that the use of physical force is an integral part of the
institution of family and without force, the structure of the family will be destroyed.73 Goode
(1971) further underscored that the socialization process makes people accept the structure of
family as it is without testing the application of force when authority is challenged.74 However,
scholars like (Dobash and Dobash 1979) critiqued Goode’s analysis of force being integral in the
family structure, arguing that Goode’s theories are abstract and generalized.75 As discussed by
(Mooney 2019) “Violence, as Jalna Hanmer, Jill Radford and Betsy Stanko (1989) point out, is a
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product of the social construction of masculinity.”76 Violence against women is also discussed in
the context of subculture. As discussed by (Dobash and Dobash 1979), work by Wolfgang and
Ferracuti theorized violence as a result of subcultural patterns and violent responses are seen as
normative.77 Although Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s theory of violence as subculture analyzed
violent behavior within specific cultural areas, their explanation is problematic because violence
against women is endemic and transcends borders, class and social groups.78
Furthermore, gender-based violence is also explained in the context of men’s
aggressiveness and domineering nature. Feminists from different schools of thought have also
explained violence against women. For radical feminists, male violence is seen as the basis of
men’s control over women.79 Whitehurst argues that men’s socialization in an aggressive manner
leads them to exert control and dominance within the family because men are highly sensitive
towards challenging their authority.80 Men’s exertion of dominance and control within the family
is often extended to the public sphere in most patriarchal societies, including The Gambia. As
discussed by (Mooney 2019 p.30), radical feminists ‘argued against the positivistic theories of rape
which suggest that rape is an exceptional occurrence carried out by a few abnormal men (that is, by
those with an inadequate or asocial personality).’81 As (Mooney 2019) noted, central to radical
feminist discourses on violence against women is how women themselves define their
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experiences.82 In a similar vein, violence against women is explained as normative because
socially structured institutions encourage aggression.83 This theory of violence as normative is
highly visible within the Gambian society as security institutions often measure their authority
and power by how aggressive they are towards the Gambian population. Violence against
Gambians by state security agents was normalized during Jammeh’s dictatorial era.
Additionally, gender-based violence is also analyzed from the multifactor approach and
proponents of this approach argued on the need for general systems approach to understand
violence against women, particularly domestic violence. Critiquing the general systems model,
(Dobash and Dobash 1979) maintained that in order to understand violence against women, the
violent behavior should be analyzed from historical and contemporary setting and not just
focusing on the isolated abstracted social relationships.84 Further, (Mooney 2019) discusses that
class positions have been used to explain violence of men as Elizabeth Wilson (1983) and Lynne
Segal (1989; 1990) present violence as a result of the frustrations generated by class inequality.85
For socialist feminists like (Wilson 1983), violence will happen so long as our society is run on the
profit motive, which is the elevation of greed as the basic social principle (cited in Mooney 2019, p.
28).86 Regarding domestic violence, (Mooney 2019) highlighted “Lynne Segal argued ‘what we are
confronting here is the barbarism of private life reflecting back to the increased barbarism of public
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life as contemporary capitalism continues to chisel out its hierarchies along the familiar groves of
class, race and gender’(1990, p. 271)”87
Furthermore, violence against women is explained as a result of women’s identity as
subordinates to men. Women have always been identified as mothers, wives, daughters, thus
required to submit to male authority and control; and departure from that identity is often met
with punishment through force.88 Therefore, violence is often used as a means to assert control,
authority and power by men without analyzing the consequences on women and the family. Liz
Kelly in her work Surviving Sexual Violence (1988) challenged the conventional definitions of
male violence, arguing that such definitions of violence and legal categories ‘reflect men’s ideas
and limit the range of male behaviour’ seen as unacceptable ‘to the most extreme, gross and
public forms.’89 Kelly (1988) stressed the importance of using women’s voices, arguing that “if
we are to reflect in our definition the range and complexity of what women experience as
abusive we must listen to what they are saying.”90 In agreement with Kelly (Mooney 2019)
pointed that because of the dominant definitions of male violence “women find themselves
caught between their own experiences, which they regard as abusive, and the dominant male
discourse that defines such behaviour as normal or expected.”91
Following the discussion on the methodological framework and feminist theories guiding
the analysis of this study, and theories explaining violence against women, I will now turn to
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review the existing literature for a perspective on how women were impacted with conflicts and
dictatorship in other settings.
Women’s Experiences with Violence in Conflicts and Dictatorship in the Global South
A growing literature on women’s experiences with violence during conflicts and post-war
reconstruction exist. Scholars such as (Al-Ali 2005)92 analyzed the impacts of wars, economic
sanctions regime and early developmental-modernist discourses of the state on Iraqi women. As
discussed by (Al-Ali 2005), ‘post-conflict’ situation does not necessarily mean peace for women
as gender-based violence still remains rampant in reconstruction periods. In her analysis of the
impact of violence on Iraqi women, (Al-Ali 2005) discerns three reasons why violence against
women is often endemic in post-conflict situations; she argues that it is because of the general
state of anarchy and chaos, heightened aggression and militarization, and the prevailing
constructions of masculinity promoted during conflict.93 Sexual violence is a common
phenomenon during conflicts and authoritarian regimes, and rape and sexual assault of women
are often part of the machinery of war and oppression. In the Bosnian conflict, systemic and
widespread sexual violence was used as a weapon of war against the Bosnian Muslims. Rapes
were frequently public and intentionally humiliating as mothers were raped in front of their
children; and forced nudity and forced prostitution occurred across Bosnia, most frequently in
bordello and rape camps.94 According to (Sitkina et. al 2019), the sexual violence endured by
women in Bosnia left them with permanent and devastating trauma to their reproductive systems,
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which served to not only prevent births within the Bosnian Muslims, but also incurred serious
bodily and mental harm, and sometimes ended in death.95
Similarly, sexual violence was one of the gruesome impacts of conflict on women during
Guatemala’s long history of violence and state repression spanning decades of dictatorships and
horrific internal armed conflict. As (Godoy-Paiz 2008) underscored, women were among the
targeted victims of state-sponsored violence and government agents carried out mass sexual
violence including rape and sexual torture against women during the war.96 In Rwanda, the
genocide left women in situations of grief as they experienced sexual violence such as rape and
torture.97 Discussing the experiences of Iraqi women during the wars and economic sanctions
regime, (Al-Ali 2005) highlighted that among the impact of wars on Iraqi women was lack of
security as women were abducted and sexually violated in the streets.98 During conflicts, wars
and authoritarian rule, women do not only experience sexual and gender-based violence but often
their abuses and violation of their rights goes unreported due to societal and patriarchal norms
that perpetuate further abuse. A case in point is Iraq where many cases of sexual violence during
the Iraqi wars were not unreported and uninvestigated as girls and women feared that reporting
sexual violence may provoke honor killings and stigmatization.99
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Furthermore, conflicts, wars and other violence situations often result in changes in
family and gender relations. However, these changes are sometimes not positive and pose further
challenges to women and their children. (Al-Ali 2005) underscored that usually traditional
gender roles in homes and outside are evoke in post-war situations, consequently women
experience backlash and violence.100 According to (Al-Ali 2005), a major impact of the wars on
Iraqi women was the changing family and gender relations as the political repression, wars and
forced economic migration of men, triggered by the international sanctions, led to many women
becoming widows and female-headed households was common.101 In Liberia, the civil wars
resulted to structural violence against women as the death of their husbands made women
assume responsibility for their families’ livelihood amidst extreme poverty.102 In a similar vein,
the Rwandan genocide led to the death of many men, leaving the country’s population with 70%
women who automatically became household heads and financial providers for their families.103
(Al-Ali 2005) further noted the limited access to reproductive services including contraceptives;
lack of political representation of women; decreased access to education for girls and young
women; and increased crime rate such as killing and rape during the wars and economic
sanctions regime in Iraq.104 In Rwanda, the genocide does not only impact women through the
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gruesome sexual and structural violence they encountered, but it affected their economic
wellbeing as they lost their properties and livelihoods, and were made widows.105
As horrifying as women's experiences with violence during conflicts, wars and
authoritarian regimes can be, most of the violence, particularly sexual violence, are sanctioned
by the state. In Bosnia for example, the Serbian used of sexual violence was a governmentsanctioned strategy to destroy the Bosnian Muslims as soldiers were not only permitted by their
command to sexually assault Muslim women, but they were also given physical spaces to do so
in the formation of rape camps and bordellos.
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Similarly, in Guatemala, although acts of

violence were committed by both the military and the warring insurgency, the United Nations
sponsored Truth Commission found out that over 90 percent of acts of violence were carried out
by agents of the state.107 After reviewing the experiences of women with state sanctioned
violence during conflicts, dictatorships and authoritarian regimes in other settings, the next
chapter discusses the research design and methodology.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This thesis proceeds primarily from content-analytic and semi-structured interviews and a
survey to describe the lived experiences of women in the period between July 1994 to January
2017. It adopts a feminist methodological framework, and Black feminist and postcolonial
feminist theories in the analysis.
Study Objectives and Research Questions
The primary objective of this study is to examine how women were impacted by the
twenty-two years of Jammeh’s dictatorial regime in The Gambia with a view to understand their
lived experiences during the period. The research aims to contribute in establishing a historical
record and documentation of how Jammeh’s brutal regime affected the rights, health, and
wellbeing of women in The Gambia. Through a feminist theory analysis of the research findings,
the study will help in raising awareness about violence perpetrated against women during
conflicts and dictatorships; inspire public consciousness and societal change on the need to break
all systems of power that perpetuate and condone sexual and gender-based violence. Given the
important role women play in resistance movements, the research will contribute to academic
debates on women's contribution in bringing democratic change and the transitional justice
process in The Gambia. Moreover, the study offers an analytical and theoretical framework
within which to establish and respond to the research questions.
To achieve the objectives of this study, the main research questions are:
● What impact does Jammeh’s twenty-two years of dictatorship have on women in The
Gambia?
● How has state sanctioned violence affected women’s rights, health, and wellbeing during
the period, July 1994 to January 2017?
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● What role did women play in bringing democratic change in The Gambia?
Hypothesis
Using Black feminist theory and postcolonial feminism to analyze the lived experiences
of women, the study hypothesize that women were the most adversely affected by Jammeh’s
authoritarian rule as they experienced not only political and economic violence, but sexual and
gender-based violence. Further, I argue that the gendered nature of the violence inspired women
to challenge the dictatorship through various forms of protests and activism that led to the
ousting of the ‘billion-year’ dictator in the December 2016 Presidential election.
Study Design and Methods
This research adopts a qualitative research method with an inductive approach. Since the
study aims to provide insights and gain an in-depth understanding of the extent of which state
sanctioned violence during former President Jammeh’s dictatorial rule has impacted women’s
rights, health and wellbeing. Beginning with conflicts and violence perpetuated in authoritarian
rule literature (theory) and moving into the data. To answer the above research questions, the
study is theoretically informed by Black feminist methodology and analysis will be based on the
lived experiences of women. The methods employed in this research are semi-structured
interviews and a survey, document analysis and review of the existing literature on women’s
experiences with dictatorships and authoritarian regimes, media accounts, official reports, and
institutional publications on the human rights situation in The Gambia during Jammeh’s rule. In
addition to the primary data, gathered through the interviews and a survey with victims and
survivors, the research drew from the testimonies of women in the ongoing hearings of the
TRRC of The Gambia. As victims shared their stories and experiences of the violence meted on
them by state authorities in these hearings, the testimonies will be useful to better understand the
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full extent of the gendered dynamics of the dictatorship during former President Jammeh’s reign.
I use the inductive method to verify my deductions from the qualitative data including
interviews, TRRC testimonies, newspaper articles, and institutional reports.
Data Collection
To gain an in-depth understanding of the violence, primary data was collected from
fifteen female victims and survivors of Jammeh’s brutal regime in October 2020 through semistructured phone-based interviews and a survey. This study used a sampling approach based on
carefully selected characteristics. The selection criteria for participation was based on the fact
that the individual is either a direct or indirect female victim of state sanctioned violence, and has
the willingness and comfortability to voluntarily participate in the study. The TRRC Women’s
Affairs Unit supported me in the selection of participants based on the criteria and themes of the
study. Due to the fear of societal stigma and discrimination, female victims and survivors of
violence often shy away from sharing their stories, especially to people they are not familiar
with. Based on the existing relationship between the TRRC and most victims and survivors of
Jammeh’s regime who already testified at the commission, and the trust the victims already
established with the commission, it was prudent for me to solicit TRRC’s support in facilitating
access to study participants. A semi-structured interview was used, with questions prepared
based on the topic and research questions. Semi-structured interview is often used when the
researcher wants to delve deeply into a topic and to understand thoroughly the answers provided.
Conducting interviews was relevant in answering the research questions and will prove
useful in understanding the extent of the violence perpetrated against women during the period.
Through the support of the TRRC Women’s Affairs Unit, eleven women participated in the
semi-structured phone-based interviews while four female victims and survivors responded to a
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survey questionnaire through a Google survey link that was shared with them via the TRRC
Women’s Affairs Unit, making a total of fifteen women who took part in this study.
Interview and Survey Themes
The interview and survey structure followed the theoretical framework of this study and
questions were formed based on the research questions. The aim of the interview and a survey
was for the study participants to share their stories and lived experiences for deeper
understanding of the violence they encountered from agents of the state and the impact it had on
their rights, health and wellbeing. Prior to the interviews, the interviewees were informed of the
research topic; the researcher then discussed all the ethical issues including confidentiality and
research risks with them; and their consent was sought before the interview proceeded. The
following themes were discussed in both the interviews and the survey questionnaires:
● Demographic data including study participants’ geographical distribution across the
country, educational level, professional background and employment status, family
information such as number of children they have, participants’ age, gender identity
amongst others was solicited. This information was asked to enable me to have some
background knowledge of the victims and survivors, and how the violence they
encountered impacted not only their lives but the lives of their families as well. For the
privacy and confidentiality of the victims and survivors, no identifying information such
as names of victims and survivors was requested, and no coding of study participants is
done.
● Participation in bringing democratic change: This theme was discussed with a view to not
only gain an in-depth understanding of why the victims and survivors were targeted by
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Jammeh and the state agents but also highlight the victims’ contributions in ending
Jammeh’s oppressive regime.
● Impact of violence on women: Since the main aim of the study is to examine how the
dictatorial regime affected the rights, health and wellbeing of women in The Gambia, this
theme was fundamental in enabling the victims and survivors to share their stories and
lived experiences.
Research Limitations
Due to the sensitivity of the topic and the patriarchal nature of Gambian society that often
chastises and blames women for the violence they encountered, most victims and survivors of
violence are uncomfortable to share their stories and experiences, thus making research on this
topic a challenging one. This is manifested in the below statement by a female victim at the
International Center for Transitional Justice public consultations with women in rural areas of
The Gambia:
“Being a female victim is a heavy weight to carry in my community. And that weight is
multiplied when I feel that what I’ve been through doesn’t matter to others.”108
This is further exacerbated by the culture of silence surrounding sexual violence as it is an issue
that is not openly discussed among Gambian society because of the socio-cultural norms and
beliefs that see sexual violence as a private matter. Therefore, most victims and survivors of
sexual violence often prefer to suffer in silence than talk about their experiences due to the fear
of societal stigmatization and further re-traumatization, let alone seek justice, thus limiting
access to study participants. Although interviews are very crucial in gathering first-hand
experiences of women victims and survivors to better understand their perspectives and lived

108

Gbery, Didier. 2019.

38

experiences. For my interviews, I acknowledge that I was only able to access fifteen people who
took part in this study which is not a substantial sample size as compared to the population of
female victims and survivors. Nonetheless, testimonies of female victims and survivors in the
ongoing hearings of the TRRC are relied upon, in addition to the interviews and the survey, to
draw conclusions in the analysis.
Further, because of COVID-19 I could not conduct face-to-face interviews with the study
participants due to social distancing regulations and I had to resort to phone-based interviews.
Face-to face interviews would have allowed for more comfortability and trust building with the
study participants and facilitated the opportunity to ask more follow-up questions for deeper
understanding of how the violence impacted their lives and wellbeing. Additionally, secondary
source methodology was also used; relying on documents and existing literature, media accounts
and country reports and some of the information may not be able to be verified. Nevertheless, as
this research is an exploratory study, there is a need for further research on the topic and more indepth interviews conducted not only with female victims and survivors but civil society
organizations and activists working in the field of women’s rights in The Gambia in the future in
order to better document the experiences, resilience and resistance of Gambian women during
former President Yahya Jammeh’s authoritarian rule, and the crucial role women play in
reconstructing the country.
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CHAPTER 4: EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS
This chapter analyzes the findings from the survey responses and semi-structured
interviews conducted with fifteen female victims and survivors of state sanctioned violence.
These findings are analyzed and discussed in the same order as the interview themes. This thesis
seeks to provide an in-depth understanding of the impact of the violence committed by state
agents against women and their families during former President Yahya Jammeh’s brutal
dictatorship in The Gambia. In addition to the findings of this study presented based on the
research themes, testimonies of the women victims and survivors in the TRRC public hearings
are also discussed in this chapter.
Demographic Data
Since Gambian women are not a monolithic group, it was useful to get background
understanding of the categories of women affected by state sanctioned violence and how it
impacted not only their lives but that of their families as well. Consequently, I began the
interview and the survey questionnaires with demographic questions related to their age, gender
identity, marital status, number of children, educational level and professional background, and
geographical distribution across the country.
While this study focuses on the impact of state sanctioned violence on women victims
and survivors, lesbians, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex and asexual (LGBTQIA+)
people were part of the target participants for this research and questions related to gender
identity and sexual orientation were asked. However, all the fifteen participants that took part in
this research identified as women. During his brutal reign, Jammeh spared no segment of the
Gambian population and LGBTQIA+ individuals were also victimized. The Gambia under
Jammeh enacted laws that made homosexuality illegal in the country. In 2014 former President
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Jammeh signed into law an amendment to the criminal code making “aggravated homosexuality”
a crime punishable by life imprisonment. In 2014 the NIA arrested three persons on suspicion of
homosexual activities, following a security operation targeting persons suspected of being
involved in illegal activity.109 The arrested persons were charged and tried under the “aggravated
homosexuality” amendment, and the court subsequently acquitted two in July 2015, who later
fled the country following their acquittal and now live in exile elsewhere.110 LGBTQIA+ people
are highly susceptible to violence as they not only encounter violence and persecution from state
authorities but they also experience stigma, discrimination and harassment from the Gambian
populace, especially on social media. Perhaps due to fear of further violence and stigmatization
from the Gambian populace might have caused the victims and survivors of Jammeh’s tyrannical
brutal regime who identify as LGBTQIA+ unwilling to share their stories and experiences with
human rights violations.
Although Jammeh’s ruthless regime victimized all segments of the Gambian population
including children, all the study participants were aged 26 and above. The majority of the
participants are 51 years and above as this age group comprised 8 out of the 15 respondents. Out
of the fifteen study participants, 4 are aged between 26 and 35 years; and 3 are aged between 36
to 50 years. During Jammeh’s reign, unlawful killings and disappearances without trace were
very common and most of the victims of such killings were men. In order to better understand
how women were victimized, it is crucial to ask the marital status of the study participants. The
survey responses and interviews show that 6 out of the 15 participants are married while 4 are
widowed, most of whom their husbands were killed by state security agents under Jammeh’s
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command. Additionally, 3 are single and 2 divorced; and 12 out of the 15 study participants have
children with an average of five children.

Chart 1: Study Participants’ Age Disaggregation

Female literacy rate in The Gambia is low compared to men, especially at higher
education level. This is reflected in the study participants as only 5 out of the 15 participants
have qualification of a high school and beyond; 4 of the victims and survivors have no formal
education whereas 5 have some formal education and 1 has Islamic education. The majority of
Gambian women are engaged in the informal sectors of the economy, and this is demonstrated in
the findings of the study as 8 out of the 15 victims and survivors who took part in this research
are involved in small business. Further, 3 of the victims and survivors are employed; 3 are
unemployed while 1 is a student. During Jammeh’s tyrannical rule, Gambians across the country
were impacted as his violence and oppression spared no region. This is manifested in the
responses of the participants as victims came from all the regions of The Gambia. The majority
of the victims and survivors came from the Greater Banjul Area (4 came from Kanifing
Municipality, 4 from West Coast Region and 1 from Banjul); 3 are from the Central River
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Region, 1 from North Bank Region, 1 from Lower River Region, and 1 from Upper River
Region.

Chart 2: Study Participants’ Geographical Distribution

Participation in bringing democratic change
During his brutal rule one of the ways in which former President Yahya Jammeh was
able to sustain his ruthless regime for twenty-two years was instilling fear among the Gambian
population. Nonetheless, Gambians including women from all walks of life fought against the
dictatorship through various means that brought a new democratic dispensation in the country.
The study findings show that 7 out of the 15 victims and survivors participated in various
activities that ended the dictatorship in 2016. Additionally, 6 of the study participants noted that
their immediate family members participated in activities either through their paid work and
voluntary engagements that contributed in the fall of Jammeh’s regime. From political activities
like campaigning against the re-election of former President Jammeh through various political
parties including the main opposition party—UDP, peaceful protests for electoral reforms,
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awareness raising programs educating Gambians about their human rights, social media
campaigns exposing human rights violations that were happening in the country to closed door
activities engaging family members and neighbors, women played a great role in ending
Jammeh’s ruthless regime. A victim shared with me:
“I participated in the election campaign through house to house talking to people to vote
the ex-president out, but I did it in closed doors.”111
Gambian women are not only active participants in the country’s politics through their
membership of various political parties but they also constitute the majority of the country’s
electorates. Though their active participation in politics does not result to their equal
representation in decision-making institutions. This is as a result of various factors including the
unequal gender representation in political parties’ leadership, entrenched socio-cultural values
and patriarchy that limit women’s role to the private sphere and former President Jammeh’s
intolerance to political liberalization and dissenting views. However, like men, most women’s
participation in politics through partisan politics came with a cost, especially for those in the
opposition. Women were subjected to various forms of violence as a result of their affiliation
with opposition parties. Another victim stated:
“I used to campaign for the United Democratic Party in my community in Brikama Ba. I
campaigned and voted against Yahya Jammeh's government.”112
Moreover, women contributed in ending Jammeh's ruthless regime through various means,
including the ‘kalama’ (Calabash) revolution of 2016 following the death of Solo Sandeng. A
survivor of the ‘kalama’ revolution noted. “I am a daughter to one of those arrested together
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with Solo Sandeng and others by the Police Intervention Unit officials for protesting for electoral
reform on April 14, 2016. I and my mother were going to their court hearing and became part of
the kalama revolution.”113 The ‘kalama’ revolution women developed a new form of resistance
as they mobilized and gathered in Banjul, the country’s capital, each day for a nonviolent protest
during the court hearing of Ousainou Darboe and other UDP members in 2016, giving old
symbols a new meaning by holding ‘kalamaas’ (calabashes) and chanting freedom songs
demanding fair trial and release of the arrested protesters. The women played a vital role in
fighting the dictatorship as they used their ‘kalamaas’ to depict the hardship women faced to
feed their families and the suffering women encountered during Jammeh’s regime. This nonviolent protest ignited a critical consciousness among Gambians and exposed the human rights
violations that were happening in the country including arbitrary arrests, detentions and unfair
trials against politicians and journalists, thereby contributing to the downfall of the dictatorship
in the country’s 2016 Presidential election.114
Majority of the study participants are direct victims of Jammeh’s brutal regime. The
majority of the participants are direct victims as 8 people revealed that they were victimized
directly by the state agents and former president Yahya Jammeh himself. While about 7 are
secondary victims who were impacted by the former regime’s brutality against their immediate
family members by the state. However, women are not passive victims and survivors, and
vulnerable objects in the hands of state authorities. From ordinary Gambian women, activists,
peace negotiators and peace builders, journalists and human rights defenders, women challenged
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the regime and denounced state violence that was happening in The Gambia during Jammeh’s
reign.
Jammeh’s persistent rights violations and blatant disregard for the rule of law were
further exposed to the international community by journalists and human rights activists,
including women in the diaspora. Through social media and digital journalism, women such as
Fatou Camara, Jammeh’s former Press Secretary who was arrested and detained leading to her
fleeing to exile in the US played a crucial role in exposing human rights violations happening in
the country at the time through her online media platform, The FatuNetwork. As a former insider
who worked in Jammeh’s government, the FatuNetwork founder had access to information and
networks within the government and because of her huge following, her social media campaigns
reached a wider audience among the Gambian populace and contributed in raising awareness on
the issues happening in the country during Jammeh’s brutal dictatorship. Other women
journalists such as Fatou Jaw Manneh, who was also arrested and convicted of sedition charges
in 2007, campaigned vigorously against the dictatorship through her online media Maafanta
where she exposed human rights violations that were happening at the time in The Gambia.
Further, women’s resistance against the dictatorship was not only limited to political
activities, and digital journalism and social media campaigns, but women civil society leaders
and grassroots movements mobilized and played a critical role in raising public awareness on
human rights and exposing Jammeh’s violations of the rights of women to the international
community. Women like Fatou Jagne Senghore, Director of Article 19 West Africa based in
Dakar, Senegal played a fundamental role in exposing human rights violations that occurred in
The Gambia to the international community through regularly reporting to the regional and
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international treaty bodies such as the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights,
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), and the Universal Periodic Review.
The Gambian opposition have always attempted to unseat Jammeh through elections by
mobilizing to put up a single candidate to challenge him in the elections but their efforts have
always been futile due to disagreement on who should be the candidate. It was not until 2016 that
such efforts yielded positive results as the opposition agreed on a coalition candidate to run
against Jammeh. However, women played an important role in making a single coalition
candidate a reality. Women like Mrs. Fatoumatta Jallow Tambajang, a former Minister in
Jammeh’s government during the early days of his regime and one-time staff of UNDP, played a
crucial role in bringing the opposition together in a coalition, and she eventually became the
chairperson of the group. After chairing several meetings with Lawyer Ousainou Darboe, leader
of the main opposition party and other opposition leaders for seven years in an attempt to get
them to rally behind a single candidate had always prove futile, Mrs. Tambajang succeeded in
2016 when Lawyer Darboe was imprisoned for staging a protest, demanding the government to
release the body of Solo Sandeng.115 Women’s participation in the 2016 coalition was further
enhanced when Women’s Rights Activist, Dr Isatou Touray, the first woman to challenge
Jammeh in a presidential bid by declaring her candidature in the December 2016 election later
withdrew her candidacy and rallied behind the chosen coalition candidate, Adama Barrow and
toured around the country canvassing votes for Barrow. Having more than 20 years of
experience touring the country campaigning against the widely held traditional practice, female
genital mutilation, Dr Touray, who is now the Vice-President of The Gambia, was a prominent
face in the 2016 campaign, highlighting the suffering of women under Jammeh’s rule and urging
her fellow women to vote for Adama Barrow and end the dictatorship to free themselves from
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endless struggle. From challenging Jammeh’s blatant disregard for the rule of law and disrespect
to the Gambian constitution, exposing human rights violations in the media and at international
level, raising public awareness about human rights and mobilizing grassroots for resistance
movements against the dictatorship to challenging Jammeh at elections, women played an
unprecedented role in bringing democratic change in The Gambia.
Impact of the Violence on Women and their Families
The role Gambian women played in bringing an end to Jammeh’s brutal rule is evident as
not only women who identify as feminists were redefining their domestic role and demanding
full rights as citizens from the state, but women from all walks of life contributed to the change.
However, this struggle against dictatorship came with a big cost not only to men but women.
Women were not only subjected to arbitrary arrests and detention, torture and sexual violence
including rape but were made widows due to unlawful killings and enforced disappearances of
their husbands. All the study participants in this study revealed that they suffered gruesome acts
of violence from the state and majority experienced violence from state security agents—8
people encountered violence from the Gambia Police Force, 7 were victimized by the Gambia
Armed Force and 4 experienced violence from the much-feared National Intelligence Agency.
Additionally, 2 victims indicated that they encountered violence directly from the former
President Yahya Jammeh while 2 experienced violence from public officials including ministers
and local government authorities such as Governors, Chiefs and Alkalolus (Village heads). From
the study findings, some victims encountered violence not only from one security agency but
from two to three different security units and public officials as well. According to some victims,
they were brutalized by both the Police and NIA, and Ministers, while others suffered violence
from the local authorities including the Governors and Chiefs. Women suffered various human
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rights violations that had horrific impact on their rights, health and wellbeing, and affected the
lives of their families.
Sexual violence was a common form of violence members of the state security inflicted
on women who were under their custody as sexual violence acts like sexual harassment are
normalized in Gambian society. Among the study participants, 5 out of the 15 victims and
survivors indicated that they experienced sexual violence including rape and sexual harassment.

Chart 3: Participants’ Experience with Sexual Violence

Sexual and Gender Based Violence
● Rape by Security Officials
During Jammeh’s more than two decades authoritarian rule, Gambian women suffered
the greatest brunt not only in terms of the torture meted out on them by members of the state
security but encountered double or multiple forms of abuse as they were also subjected to sexual
violence and gender-based harassment. Narrating her story of sexual violence from state security
agents before the TRRC, a survivor who was raped at age 15 by a Paramilitary officer while she
was attending a school sporting event at the independence stadium in the city of Bakau twenty
years ago stated:
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“I found two security officials outside. One of them held my hand and when I tried to
move my hand from him, he told me: ‘Don’t you know I am a security officer?’. They took
me to a dark corner. He raised my skirt up and cut off my underwear. He placed his
elbow on my chest and forcefully penetrated me.”….. “I was at the hospital for a week. I
was also bleeding for 4 days. I suffered anxiety later because of the trauma. I went back
to school but the students talked about it [the rape] everywhere I go. I decided to leave
school.”116
Usually in The Gambia when survivors tell their stories, they are not only retraumatized
in the process of repeated questioning by the Police to explain their ordeal several times but are
also chastised, insulted or labelled as liars. This is manifested in the case of this survivor as she
continued her testimony before the TRRC that despite her repeated narration of what happened
to her to the Police, she was never believed.
“I was going to meet the investigators in Banjul with my aunt but they later told me that I
was lying.”117
In addition, due to the patriarchal culture, victims and survivors do not only have to deal with the
trauma of rape but are blamed for bringing shame to their families and have to pay for the
consequences by either being married off to their rapist or to other men chosen for them by their
parents. Continuing her narration before the TRRC, the survivor explained that despite her ordeal
and the trauma she had to deal with, her parents married her off at that teenage age, yet that
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never took away how society looked at her. “I was ashamed of myself.”118 The patriarchal
construction of sexuality make women victims and survivors of sexual violence feel guilty about
what has happened to them.
The experience of rape does not only impact survivors psychologically because they are
likely to live with the trauma for the rest of their lives, but also has social and economic impact
as survivors of rape often drop out of school due to societal stigma, and their dreams of thriving
are cut short. Another survivor of sexual violence shared with me:
“I was raped by policemen in 2000 and that has affected my education because I dropped
out of school. Because of the rape, my parents married me off to a man I did not love
because of the fear of stigma from the community and I became a victim of child
marriage. Although I got divorced and I am now married to another man, if I did not
drop out of school, I would have completed my school and be able to secure a decent job
to support my poor family. I was traumatized by this incident and I developed hatred for
military men and policemen.”119
Sexual violence and harassment by members of the security is not uncommon in The
Gambia as often security agents use their power against women and sexually harass them or
threaten to sexually harass them in public. Testifying before the TRRC, another survivor narrated
how she was raped by two Paramilitary officers when she got arrested in May 2016. “They both
forced themselves on me and both of them wore masks. The next day I was vomiting and we were
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released to go home.”120 Explaining the horrific violence she encountered in the hands of the
NIA, another victim of the 2016 protest who was also raped and tortured stated:
“I was raped and tortured when I got arrested. I was injured on my private part when I
was beaten by the police, and as a result I had complications when giving birth. In fact, I
lost my first children while giving birth. I am still traumatized and my family was
traumatized by the incident as well.”121
Another female witness who testified at the TRRC also alleges rape by members of the
National Intelligence Agency while in detention. She stated that she was tortured until she went
unconscious and she believe her rape occurred while she was unconscious because when she
regained consciousness a week later at the Edward Francis Small Teaching Hospital she realized
changes in her body. “My face and my private parts were swollen.”122 Though she was not able
to confirm if she was raped or not, however, the wounds on her thighs and sexual organs, inside
and outside, as she reported them before the TRRC were consistent with rape. She stated: “I
don’t know what caused the injury in my private part. “I am still living with the pain.”123
In another testimony before the TRRC, another survivor of sexual violence narrated how
she was sexually harassed by members of the security while in detention.
“They were trying to remove my clothes and they succeeded in removing my garam-buba
(a traditional outfit won by women mainly to signify stature). They were trying to remove
my wrapper but it was tightly tied. I sustained injuries on my back and the bleeding
continued till the next day, and I remained in the same clothes. My family didn’t know
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where I was. I was scared and I left everything with God because security people were
with guns. No food was given to us. When I needed to pee, the military guy would escort
me and he’d stand and watch me pee.”124
Another female victim of the dictatorship who testified before the TRCC in 2019, did not say
that she was raped but she did say NIA agents threatened to rape her. Before the “investigation
panel” that she faced after being tortured, the survivor narrated that she heard the voice of Sheikh
Omar Jeng, an Operations Commander at the NIA who is among those currently standing trial
for the murder of Solo Sandeng in April 2016. The victim stated:
“He [Sheikh Omar] told me: if you don’t talk, I will ask all these men here to rape you.”
“That was the time I fell down again because I could not stand, due to intense pain and
injuries. When I regained consciousness, they started beating me for a short period.”125
Further, another survivor who also testified before the TRRC explained the attempted sexual
harassment she encountered as she indicated that she was asked to lie down on a table naked but
she told them (NIA agents) that anyone who sees her naked will get his/her eyes burst.126 She
explained that while being escorted to the NIA office, before she got into the cell, the man
escorting her asked her whether she had beads around her waist (waist beads are usually tied by
African women for the pleasure of men) but she responded to him that he should ask his wife.127
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As in most patriarchal societies, sexual violence is not a topic that is publicly discussed in
Gambian society and those who have the courage to break the silence and tell their stories often
pay the price. It is not unusual for victims and survivors of sexual violence to be blamed and
chastised for what happened to them, thus most cases go unreported. This is manifested in the
case of a survivor who was arrested in relation to the April 2016 protest:
“I was tortured and raped by two PIU officials at their headquarters and later released
after two days. I was traumatized and I could not talk about my experience of sexual
violence to any one because I was ashamed and afraid to talk about it. I had no one to
trust. Because the police were looking for me after my release, I only spoke about my
experience to my mother, who advised me to not talk to anyone about it. It was until the
TRRC was established that I gathered the courage to talk about my experience.”128
● Rape by the Former President
Testifying before the TRRC, the first woman to publicly accuse the former President
Yahya Jammeh of rape stated:
"Yahya Jammeh did not want sex with me or pleasure with me. What he wanted to do was
hurt me.".129
Continuing her narration, she alleged that Jammeh proposed to marry her and violently assaulted
her after she refused his advances. “He said let’s see if you are a virgin. I started to apologize
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and I was saying: “I am sorry”. I don’t even know what I was apologizing for,” 130 the survivor
stated while tears rolled in her eyes.
“He pulled down his pants and rubbed his genitals on my face. Yahya Jammeh decided to
penetrate me. And before he did, he decided to inject me with a needle.”131
The survivor who became close to Jammeh through her participation in a beauty pageant that
Jammeh sponsored in which she was crowned winner disclosed before the TRRC that she
considered Jammeh a father figure but felt deceived. “He is a man who probably was not used to
so many “no’s”. He could not take it that someone like me was rejecting him.”132 Explaining
what transpired before former President Jammeh raped her, she stated:
“He told me, ‘No woman has ever rejected me. And who do you think you are?’”133“His
face changed; his eyes were so red, different from the man before. He said, ‘No woman
rejects me. You think you can get away with it?’ “He yelled at me, ‘This could have been
nice, because I loved you but you decided to be this feminist girl to me.’”134
During his rule, former President Jammeh was also alleged to have raped many senior
civil servants and young girls. However, his sexual abuse and harassment of women does not
stop at the rape of young girls but women who were going through his fake HIV/AIDS and
infertility treatment program were also subjected to sexual violence. Narrating how her rights
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were violated by not only been exposed to the whole world and falsely declared cured by
Jammeh, a survivor of former President Jammeh’s sham HIV/AIDS treatment shared with me:
“My body was exposed, the ex-president himself and other people who are usually
around at the treatment center used to massage my whole body including my private
part.”135
● Rape by Ministers and Other Government Officials
Sexual violence against women during the dictatorship was not only perpetuated by
members of the security or former President Jammeh himself but included ministers and other
government officials who abused their power and sexually violated women. Narrating her ordeal
before the TRRC, a survivor explained that she does not only lose her husband, who was
allegedly murdered by the state, but also was repeatedly raped by the former Minister of Interior,
Ousman Sonko in her own house.
“Sonko placed his hand on my shoulder, kissed me and later told me to sit on his lap.”….
“While we were there, he (Sonko) placed his shoulder on me again and later threw me on
my bed and placed his pistol on my bed head. Sonko used to point his pistol at me and
warned me not to talk to the media. He also warned me that he did not want to see any
man in my house. Sonko raped me. He made it a routine and would get to me every time
he wanted. This went on for one year and some months.”136
Unlawful Arrests, Detention and Torture of Women
Former President Jammeh’s regime was characterized by unlawful arrests and detention,
torture, enforced disappearances and unlawful killings. Nonetheless, some Gambians, including
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women have always denounced him since the onset of his rule. Among those who challenged
Jammeh’s dictatorial rule were women politicians who were at the forefront of the change,
starting as early as 1995 during the early days of the junta regime.
Testifying before the TRRC, one of the first women to bear the brunt of the Jammeh’s
dictatorship, Koso Taylor, former councilor of the Progressive People’s Party—the party of
former President Jawara overthrown by Yahya Jammeh—narrated how she was arrested and
brutally tortured by members of the military who accused her of participating in a planned
demonstration against the military junta.
“I was kicked in front of my stomach and genitalia by the torturers, causing me to bleed
seriously.”.137 Continuing her testimony, the victim stated: “They [military] came to us
and started insulting everybody, and saying they came to kill us. They asked the men to
lie down on the floor. These military people started stamping on them.”138
In April 2000, Gambian students staged a peaceful protest over the alleged murder of a
male student, Ebrima Barry, and alleged rape of a female student by members of the state
security during a sporting event at the Independence Stadium. A survivor of sexual violence
during the April 10 and 11, 2000 incident shared with me.
“I am a victim of April 10 and 11, 2000. I was arrested and beaten by the police and I
went into a coma for 7 days. I was admitted at the hospital for 3 months. I became
paralyzed for 7 months due to the beating. The violation have retarded my progress in
life; it has made me dropped out of school and as a result I have no job and cannot
engage in business for my livelihood. I became a victim of child marriage because my
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parents thought it was better they marry me off early. I still have recurrent body pain due
to the torture, and I still have to go to regular medical checkup. My experience has
affected my family economically, they had to spend a lot of money on hospital bills and
medications. If I had completed my education, I would have been able to secure a job and
support my family.”139
Testifying before the TRRC, another female victim who was involved in the protest on
April 10 and April 11 when fourteen students were gun-down by the state security forces,
narrated how she was tortured by security agents. “When they captured me, they started beating
me with their batons. They slapped and kicked me, dragged me to the paramilitary camp at
Westfield where they took me to a room, tied my hands and legs and started stamping on me,
including my private parts. After some time, I became unconscious.”140
The harassment of the regime’s opponents continued until the last days of Jammeh.
However, one could argue that attacks on politicians got intensified in April 2016 when Solo
Sandeng and other members of the UDP were arbitrarily arrested, detained, and tortured while
protesting for electoral reforms, leading to Sandeng’s death. Women politicians were among the
people arbitrarily arrested, detained and tortured by state security agents alongside Sandeng.
Explaining the horrible experience of violence she encountered from members of the state
security, a female politician who was arrested and tortured together with Sandeng stated: “I was
arrested, tortured and imprisoned. I lost my business and my health. Because of the violence I
suffered, I lost my friends and loved ones. I'm still traumatized by the experience as I still recall
my detention and the torture I have been through. It also affected my family as they were
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traumatized by the experience.”141
Testifying before the TRRC, a survivor of torture explained the gruesome violence she
encountered from the state security. “I was blindfolded and taken into the torture room. They
took my scarf and strongly tied up my face to the point that I could hardly breathe. I was
stretched on the table and they poured cold water on me.”..... “They hit me repeatedly for an
extended period with something that felt like a baton because it was hard. I could not see them
but there could be about twenty people hitting me. They tortured me and took me out of the
torture room to face the panel.”142
Another female politician who was also arrested and detained in April 2016 alleged being
torture by the NIA. “They beat me until I fainted. When I became unconscious, they poured cold
water on me. When I regained consciousness, I found myself lying on the ground, somewhere
within the premises. I heard them saying ‘oh she is alive’. And they came again and began
beating me.”143 Continuing her narration before the TRRC, the victim stated: “I was urinating
only blood for 15 days.”144 In a similar vein, another female victim who was part of those
arrested in relation to the April 2016 protest for electoral reforms explained her torture before the
TRRC. She stated “They beat me. My whole body was feeling pain”....”They also threaten to
hang me dead.”145
Most of the women explained that not only did the violence they suffered impacted their
rights, but their health and wellbeing was affected. A survivor explained:
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“I sustained a lot of injuries on my body including my back, my buttocks, and my thighs.
These injuries are still hurting me. Sometimes when the pain starts, I do not sleep at
night. A few months ago, I was admitted at the hospital in Banjul on two occasions.”146
Another survivor narrated before the TRRC that due to the severe injuries she sustained as a
result of the torture, she had to use a wheelchair to go to the restroom because she could not
walk.147
The impact of state violence on women did not only affect their physical wellbeing but
economic life was also impacted. Explaining the impact of the brutal torture she suffered from
the NIA before the TRRC, one of the victims of both torture and sexual violence stated that both
her health and economic wellbeing was affected as a result of her experience with state violence.
She narrated that she couldn’t do anything for herself after her horrific experience of torture at
the NIA because her hand was broken, eyesight affected, and her business that she was engaged
in to support her family prior to her arrest also got ruined.148
As mentioned elsewhere, because of the ‘kalama’ revolution (calabash revolution)
protests and the attention it had both in the country and the international community by exposing
Jammeh’s brutality against the politicians undergoing trial, the state security intensified their
violence and intimidation against Gambians and arrested the women leading the revolution.
Some victims who were arrested in relation to the protest narrated that they were tortured while
in detention.
“I was arrested on May 17th 2016 on my way to the court hearing of Lawyer Darboe and
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other UDP members and taken to the PIU [Police Intervention Unit] office headquarters.
Lawyer Darboe and colleagues were arrested on April 16 for protesting for the release of
Solo Sandeng and others, who were also arrested and detained for protesting on April 14
for electoral reforms. I was tortured and raped by two PIU officials at their headquarters
and later released after two days.”149
Another survivor who was also arrested together with her mother in connection to the protest
explained their horrific experience and the devastating impact the violence had on them.
“I was arrested and detained in 2016 and tortured for 11 days. My mother was also
arrested and tortured, and she is still experiencing pain in some parts of her body. We
were made to work for weeks, washing toilets, sweeping the police premises and washing
dishes. We were beaten on our buttocks and they will sit on our buttocks while beating us.
This has affected me a lot as I was stigmatized by my community and called the wife of
the police. The stigma I received from my community affected my confidence. My mother
was beaten on her breast and she has not recovered from the impact of the beating from
the police on her body.”150
During Jammeh’s oppressive regime, not only were security agents abusing their powers
and brutalizing Gambians but other government officials including Governors and local
government officials can order for the arrest of people, and such people will never know what
their crime was, which mostly was solely based on the political party they supported. A victim of
such violence shared with me:
“I was arrested at Brikama Ba by the Police Intervention Unit during a political rally
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organized by the independent candidate for the National Assembly election. I was taken
to the Brikama Ba police station, later moved to Basang police station, after which I was
detained at the Janjanbureh prison. Before being taken to the prison, I was taken to the
then Governor’s office and he looked at me and said to me “from today, you will never
see the light of the day.” I was put in a dirty cell full of maggots due to the uncleansed
chamber pot. The maggots would climb on me, even to my face, and I stayed in that
condition for 23 days.”151
Even after Jammeh’s downfall, some of the victims and survivors continue to live with
the trauma of not knowing the reason for their arrest and victimization, and are still haunting for
justice. Continuing the narration of her victimization, the survivor stated:
“I was never told what my crime was, neither was I tried. I was traumatized and I have
not recovered from the psychological pain I have due to my arrest. What will heal me is
to know the reason behind my arrest. I want the then governor to tell me what my crime
was. My first husband died as a result of the arrest because he got hypertension due to
stress. He travelled to the prison several times to see me but he was never allowed or
given access to see me. My husband died due to the hypertension he had.”152
Moreover, it was not unusual for Gambians to worry about what would happen to them
each night they went to bed as people would be knocked at their houses and arrested them
without their families having any idea of where they were. This is reflected in this survivor’s
experience as she explained her encounter with state sanctioned violence during Jammeh’s
dictatorial rule.
“I was arrested at my house by the police from Jari and was detained at the NIA in
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Banjul. I was detained for a month. While in detention, I was never told what my crime
was, even after my release. My unlawful arrest and detention has affected my health as I
developed hypertension due to the shock I had when I was arrested and I have been sick
since then. My arrest and detention also impacted my family because they were worried
about my whereabouts because I was alone at home while I was arrested and they didn’t
know where I was detained. Because of my detention, my family struggled a lot without
support because my husband had already died and they [the family] had to turn to the
neighbors for livelihood support.”153
Since Jammeh was brutal against anyone with dissenting views, no one was spared
during his authoritarian rule including female journalists who were critical of his regime.
Testifying at the TRRC via Skype from the United Kingdom where she currently lives in exile,
Sarata Jabbie explained the devastating impact her imprisonment had on her and her 7 months
old baby when she was sentenced to three years imprisonment. In 2009, Journalist Sarata Jabbie
was arrested and detained together with her 7 months old breastfeeding baby at the Remand
Wing of the Mile 2 central prison. Continuing her testimony while tears rolled down her eyes,
Jabbie stated:
“I couldn’t sleep at night because I always kept fanning my baby. It was very bad. The
atmosphere of the Remand Wing was terrible because the size of the building was very
small for the number of people that were there.”154
Former President Jammeh’s victimization against women did not stop with the women as
their children were made to suffer the consequences of their parents’ supposed crimes. Narrating
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further her experience with violence and victimization by state agents before the truth
commission, Jabbie stated that after her son had spent three days at the prison, he was later taken
away from her by officials from the Gambia’s Social Welfare Department and sent to the SOS
Children’s Village against her will as she wanted them to take the child to her family.155 As
stated above, the release of Jabbie’s son came as a result of pressure from international human
rights groups and women’s rights activists.
As mentioned earlier, one of former President Jammeh’s regime stunt critic, journalist
Fatou Jaw Manneh was also arrested and charged with sedition in 2007. Manneh also reported
being tortured while in custody of the National Intelligence Agency.156 After more than a year of
trial, Manneh was found guilty of four counts of sedition and given four years jail sentence with
hard labor or a fine of D250,000 (approx. $12,000) which she paid on the same day of the court
ruling and was eventually released.157 Nonetheless, she continued her criticism of Jammeh’s
government upon her return to the U.S. and played a crucial role in bringing down the
authoritarian regime through her writings, exposing the human rights violations happening at the
time in the country on her online newspaper, Maafanta and spoke about Jammeh’s abuses and
violence against women at international human rights events such as the Oslo Freedom Forum.158
Arbitrary Arrests and Detention, Unlawful Killings and Enforced Disappearance of Husbands
and Other Family Members
In the twenty-two years of brutal dictatorship under Jammeh, Gambian women were not
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only victims of arbitrary arrest and detention, torture and sexual violence but suffered from other
forms of violence due to the unlawful killings and enforced disappearances of their husbands,
leaving them widowed with young children to take care of. Beginning as early as November
1994, women started to feel the pain of the dictatorship when an alleged coup d’état surfaced on
November 11, 1994. The wives of Lieutenant Basiru Barrow, the person accused to be the leader
of the coup plotters, were among the first to be made widows by the state as their husband was
killed by agents of the state and members of the military junta.159 Testifying jointly before the
TRRC, the two wives of Lt. Barrow, narrated their ordeal and how the summary execution of
their husband impacted their lives and their children for more than two decades. One of the
wives explained:
“I never saw my husband since he left for work on the eve of 11 November 1994. It was
when people later started visiting our home inquiring about my husband, so I went out to
search for him. I found people at Westfield listening to BBC saying Lt. Basirou Barrow
was killed, I could not believe it when I heard that. It was a difficult moment for me, only
Allah knows what I felt that day when I went out to search for my husband.”160
Because of the fear of stigmatization and discrimination from Gambian society,
especially for women whose husbands have been disappeared or killed without their family
members knowing whether they are dead or alive, leaving them in an ambiguous situation of
whether they are widows or not, make many victims unwilling to share their stories. Appealing
to other women who were victimized by the dictatorship, Lt. Barrow’s wife stated:
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“My message to the families of the victims of November 11, especially the wives of the
fallen soldiers is for them to come out and testify and share all the pains, challenges and
hardships they faced because of the loss of their beloved ones. It is only us who can voice
out how we were victimized, how we suffered with our children and how we endured the
arrests and interrogations in the aftermath of November 11, 1994.”161
Women are further victimized by Jammeh’s regime by not only unlawfully killing and
disappearing their husbands and partners, but some their husbands were castrated and
electrocuted on their sexual organs. Another victim of Jammeh’s regime who suffered
excruciating pain due to her husband’s alleged involvement in the November 11, 1994 incident is
the wife of former politician Alhagie Mamadi Sabally. The first woman to testify before the
TRRC noted:
“my husband lost his manhood after he was tortured and castrated in detention by
security agents, leading to his death.”162
The killing and enforced disappearance of men had a devastating effect on women
because not only were they made widows but women faced structural and economic violence as
they were mostly left with very young children to take care of and became the ultimate
breadwinners of their families. As indicated by this victim:
“The death of my husband had a big economic and psychological impact on the family as
I was solely depending on my husband financially. Thus due to his death, I have to
struggle to support my family. I am currently into petty trading in order to support my
161
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family and pay for my children’s school fees. I have to support my children and two of my
husband’s siblings.”163
Narrating the impact of her husband’s death on the family, the wife of Alhagie Mamadi
Sabally explained that her husband’s properties and business assets were seized by the junta
government, thereby making it very difficult for them to sustain the family as their children were
very young at the time.164
Another survivor indicated:
“We felt hardship and we worked, that was how we were able to take care of the family;
at the time, his children were not old enough. Five kids were going to school (at the
lower grade). Those that were going to senior school were 8 kids. We had shops where
we got our feeding from and also engaged in the buying and selling of land business.”165
Narrating the economic impact of her husband’s unlawful killing, this survivor shared with me:
“My husband was killed. And it had a negative impact on my life and my family. For
years I have been struggling in raising my kids due to poverty and depression. My family
has been living in poverty since my husband (the breadwinner of the family) was killed.
One of my children has a disability and has special needs but most of those needs can’t
be met due to poverty.”166
Another victim noted: “My husband was arrested and tortured which eventually led to his death.
Since the death of my husband, me and my family have been struggling and it has caused
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extreme poverty for us as my husband was the breadwinner of the family.”167
Furthermore, Jammeh’s brutal violence had made women to not only deal with the
economic impact on the family but to also bear the brunt of the psychological trauma it had
caused on their children, leading to some becoming mentally ill. Thus, not only did the women
have to struggle to find treatment for their mentally ill children but also suffered societal
stigmatization and discrimination as people with mental illness are often discriminated against by
the Gambian society. A victim whose husband was killed in the November 11 attack stated:
“The death of my husband affected my children psychologically and my younger son
almost went insane. He dropped out of school because I could not afford to pay for his
school fees. He has resorted to using drugs and alcohol. My older son is currently in the
US but he is suffering from psychological issues and I am currently arranging for him to
come home because he has no one to support him there.”168
Another victim shared with me: “My husband was killed and I am left with the sole
responsibility of taking care of my family, of which I am having challenges to do. The death of
my husband has a psychological impact on my children as they continue to live with the trauma
of the death of their father.”169
Jammeh’s brutality was not only limited to the Gambians in the country but even those
living abroad were targeted and subjected to arrest, torture, unlawful killing or enforced
disappearance. As stated by this victim whose Gambian-American son was killed together with
his friend while they were on vacation in The Gambia. “My son and his friend were arrested by
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the NIA and the Junglers at Bijilo in 2013. They lived in America and were US citizens. They
visited Gambia to start a business. After their arrest, they (NIA) went to their apartment and
warehouse (the warehouse had equipment they bought to start the business) and took some of
their belongings. We (the family) could not know their whereabouts for years. However, there
were contradicting rumors about their whereabouts; some said that they were killed and some
said they were detained in Janjanbureh prison. It was until president Jammeh left the country
after he lost the election that one of the Junglers confessed [at the TRRC] that they killed my son
and his friend Ebou Jobe.”170
In addition to the trauma women encounter as a result of their husbands’ and children’s
death and disappearances, they are further subjected to violence by state security agents who
often intimidate them with arrest and endless questioning by the NIA and other security agents.
This was the case for most of the women whose husbands were killed in the November 11 attack,
including one of the wives of Lt. Basiru Barrow. As this victim indicated to me:
“My husband was part of the soldiers executed on November 11, 1994 who were accused
of a coup attempt. After my husband was killed, I was visited by members of the Gambia
Armed Forces and was threatened to be killed. They claimed my husband kept a box in
the house and they came to pick it. I have never seen the box, and since I could not tell
them where it was, they pointed a gun at me threatening to kill me.”171
Similarly, a mother whose son was killed by Jammeh’s Junglers172 has not only gone through
trauma but was also threatened by the NIA until she had to leave The Gambia for fear of her
170
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safety as she shared with me:
“I am still traumatized by the death of my son; I still cannot forget about his
disappearance. When I started investigating the disappearance of my son, I was
threatened by the NIA. I also had strange calls from unknown people threatening to kill
me. I had to flee out of the country to the US in 2014. It has also affected my husband
psychologically, he is sick as a result of this incident, and had to stop working before his
retirement age. As the eldest son, he was the breadwinner of the family and his demise
has affected the family economically. Alagie had two children. They are still traumatized
by the demise of their father because they were very close to their father.”173
Narrating the impact of her husband’s enforced disappearance on her family, a victim
whose husband was disappeared by Jammeh and subsequently killed stated: “My family has been
impacted by the former regime’s dictatorship as my husband is a victim of enforced
disappearances and this has left a big gap that cannot be filled. The disappearance of my
husband has been very traumatic on the family, especially on his kids.”174
During Jammeh’s dictatorial reign, people became victims of persecution for the mere
color of their clothing and being at a place at the wrong time as Jammeh and his supporters
believed that people who wear colors such as yellow were members of the main opposition—
UDP. This was the case for this victim’s son who happened to wear a yellow shirt during the
April 2016 protest for electoral reforms.
“My son was arrested along with Lawyer Darboe and other UDP members during the
April 14, 2016 protest for the release of Solo Sandeng and colleagues. However, he was
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not part of the protesters as he was on his way to Bakau to run some errands for me. My
son was arrested because he wore a yellow shirt at the time of his arrest. He was
detained for 9 months at the Janjanbureh prison that even caused him to be mentally ill.
He was the breadwinner of the family and during his detention and subsequent illness,
the family have been struggling for its livelihood and I am now the one working to
support the family and pay for his medical bill.”175
Although the TRRC has been conducting activities sensitizing Gambians through its
“Never Again” campaign and promoting reconciliation and healing, most families are still
dealing with the trauma as they are yet to get closure. As this victim shared with me:
“My father was a victim of enforced disappearances and since his disappearance our
family has been impacted a lot because we lost the only source of support. Since my
father’s disappearance, I have been living with continuous trauma and it has not been a
good experience. And the whole family is still going through this trauma because we are
still yet to get closure .”176
Victimization through Jammeh’s Witchcraft Hunts, and Sham HIV/AIDS and Infertility
Treatment Program
Jammeh’s authoritarian reign did not only affect the women who engaged in politics,
journalism or the wives and family members of security officials and politicians but ordinary
women were also subjected to violence. Jammeh’s famous witchcraft hunting campaign in the
villages of The Gambia impacted many women as over 1,000 villagers including women were
rounded up and kept in unknown locations, and subjected to horrible mistreatment causing some
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to lose their lives. Following the death of his aunt in 2009, former President Jammeh launched a
campaign to get rid of witches and wizards in The Gambia as he believed witchcraft was
involved in the aunt’s death and he brought ‘witch doctors’ from neighboring Guinea who
rounded up villagers, mainly old women and men, forcing them to drink hallucinogenic liquid
and dirty water concoctions, making them confess to killing people including their own family
members.177 Recalling their traumatic experiences by Jammeh’s ‘witch doctors’ and security
agents, victims explained the torture and humiliation they suffered in the hands of Jammeh’s
‘witch doctors’ and security agents who accused them of being witches, leading to many of them
sustaining serious injuries and life-long health issues up to today.178 Under Jammeh’s command,
women were kidnapped, beaten and forced to confess to being witches by state security agents
and the ‘witch doctors’, leaving them with not only lifelong health complications, but shame and
stigma that they are likely to live with for the rest of their lives as The Gambia is a society where
belief in sorcery is pervasive.179
Additionally, during his reign, former President Jammeh declared that he had a cure for
AIDs and other health conditions including infertility and hypertension. Through the help of his
former Minister of Health, Dr. Tamir Mbowe, Jammeh launched a Presidential Alternative
Treatment Program (PATP), and recruited Gambians who were HIV positive and housed them at
his treatment center for several months under the pretext that he was curing them. After spending
months at the treatment center, most of the victims and survivors of Jammeh’s bogus treatment
177
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program were victimized and paraded on national television and made to publicly confess that
they have been cured by former President Jammeh. Through this PATP, Jammeh committed
gross violation and abuse of the human rights of patients as 31 individuals died either during the
treatment program or shortly after leaving it.180
The human rights of the victims and survivors of this treatment program were not only
violated because of the former President’s false declaration that he had cured them, but their
rights to privacy was also violated as Jammeh forcefully paraded the victims on national
television and made their health status known to the whole world. With the stigma and
discrimination people living with HIV and their families often encounter, parading patients on
national television has not only traumatized the victims but their families as well. Narrating her
experience with violence through Jammeh’s fake treatment program, a female survivor explained
how her exposure to the public impacted not only her life but the lives of her family. She shared
with me:
“I am a victim of ex-President Yahya Jammeh's HIV/AIDS treatment program. My rights
were violated by not only being exposed to the whole world, but my human right was also
violated by keeping me in one place for more than 9 months without seeing my family,
and declaring me cured which was not true. This has a lot of impact on my family
because my children did not know what was happening to me, and they were also facing
stigma and discrimination in the community during the time I was at the treatment
program.”181
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Control of Women’s Bodies and Dress Code
Jammeh’s wrath against women extended beyond their arrest and detention for political
reasons as he tried controlling women’s bodies and dress code. In 2016, the Foroyaa newspaper
published that some female police officers and female military personnel were arbitrarily
arrested and detained at Yundum Police Station and Fajara Training School on the suspicion of
skin bleaching.182 Though the women were subsequently released without charge or court
appearance183; the fact that women could be arrested and detained based on their appearance is a
violation of their human rights and invasion of their personal lives. The Gambia has since 1996
prohibited skin bleaching under Decree Number 65 that was decreed by former President
Jammeh and his military junta colleagues, banning the importation, sale, possession and use of
skin bleaching in The Gambia.184 However, no one has ever been convicted since the law came
into force. In July, 2020, the new government of President Adama Barrow has attempted to
repeal the skin bleaching law through the country’s parliament but the repealing could not
succeed because the majority of the parliamentarians, mainly men, still believe the law should
continue to exist while some argued on the merits for the law to be expunged from the country’s
law books as it is discriminatory against women.185 Gambian men have always demonstrated
their male chauvinism and double standard as regards to skin bleaching as they would go after
light skin women, yet condemn those women who bleach to make their skin light in tone. In fact,
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the appreciation for light skin tone women among Gambian men is a common phrase in the local
language as most men would claim that “Musu Koi Sasa Boro” (the woman with a light skin
tone is medication for a man’s fresh cold). Though bleaching has adverse health consequences
and the media often associate beauty standards with whiteness by portraying light skin women as
beautiful. To address the problem of skin bleaching, it is fundamental to focus on awareness
raising and educating men to change their concept of beauty so that women, especially young
women and girls, would appreciate their natural appearance and preserve it, rather than
criminalize the practice.
Furthermore, in early 2016, former President Jammeh issued a directive for all female
employees of the government requiring them to use head tie and wrap their hair during official
working hours.186 The directive, just like the skin bleaching law, did not only violate women’s
right to bodily autonomy but showed the height of patriarchy and male chauvinism in the country
as some male government employees became moral police to enforce moral codes, dictating how
women should dress and appear.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
During Jammeh’s dictatorial rule, both men and women suffered various human rights
violations, including arbitrary arrest and detention, torture, unlawful killings and enforced
disappearances, amongst others. However, the particular ways in which women were impacted
by state sanctioned violence is unmatched; they endured incomparable pain and suffering for
twenty-two years under Jammeh’s reign. A majority of my study participants experienced double
to triple forms of violence from state agents—arbitrary arrest and detention, torture and rape.
Based on the study findings, it is evident that Gambian women suffered the greatest brunt of
state sanctioned violence during Jammeh’s authoritarian rule. From sexual and gender-based
violence, economic and structural violence, arbitrary arrest, detention and imprisonment, torture,
murder and enforced disappearances of their husbands, witchcraft hunts to violation of their
health and privacy due to Jammeh’s bogus HIV/AIDs and infertility treatment program,
Gambian women were impacted in many facets. The violence women experienced during
Jammeh’s brutal rule has not only caused prolonged psychological trauma as a result of rape and
sexual harassment, torture, humiliation, ostracization and marginalization by their families and
other close social networks due to allegation of being witches. The violence impacted their
health and wellbeing as the majority of the victims and survivors of this study explained that they
are still dealing with health complications as a result of the violence they encountered. Moreover,
due to the death and enforced disappearances of their husbands, women had to deal with not only
the burden of caring for their young children amidst poverty, worsened by loss of primary
breadwinners, but endured discrimination and stigma due to their ambiguous status as neither
married nor officially widowed. Additionally, some participants of this study experienced high
risk of exploitation as the state seized their husbands’ assets and businesses, and denied them and
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their families basic public services. Further, women were impacted both economically and
psychologically due to loss of their sons and husbands. Though the physical injuries of some
victims might have healed, the psychological wounds of most victims, particularly survivors of
sexual violence, fester as they are likely to live with such trauma for the rest of their lives.
Frustrated over these experiences owing to Jammeh’s blatant violation of human rights
and abuse of power, Gambian women fought against the dictatorship and played an important
role towards the downfall of Jammeh’s oppressive regime as shown in the results of this study.
From politicians, journalists, human rights activists, grassroots women movements, kalama
revolution women, students to public and civil servants who defied Jammeh’s arbitrary directive
of forceful head tie for all government workers, Gambian women demonstrated strong resistance
to the regime. In addition to their activism and resistance movements, they rallied behind the
opposition candidate, Adama Barrow, and ushered in a new democratic government in the
December 2016 unprecedented election by voting out the dictator as they constitute the majority
of the country’s electorates. Therefore, it is crucial that their participation in the transitional
justice process and reconstruction of a new democratic dispensation is ensured. As seen in the
result of the study, the majority of the participants, 11 out of the 15 victims and survivors are
currently engage in the political and democratization process of the country. Thus, it is crucial
that they are not seen only as passive victims and survivors but their voices and perspectives
should be centered in the transitional justice process.
This research has important implications for violence prevention in The Gambia,
particularly sexual and gender-based violence. Sexual violence, especially sexual harassment is a
common phenomenon in the Gambian society including workplaces, schools and public places,
yet few cases are reported to the police as violence against women is being normalized in the
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country. As a result of the patriarchal culture and stigma attached to sexual violence, coupled
with women’s disadvantaged position and power dynamics, female victims and survivors of
violence face insurmountable barriers in seeking justice. With the ongoing TRRC, some of the
untold stories of women who testified at the commission are finally coming to light, giving other
women the courage to share their pain and lived experiences too, and have the abuses they
endured publicly acknowledged after so many years of crying silently and in secret. Though
public testimonies are an excellent way to collect women’s experiences, they should not be the
only platform for women to speak out. Some victims, particularly survivors of sexual violence
may want to tell their stories but due to the patriarchal construction of sexuality that make
victims of sexual violence feel guilty about their experiences with violence, most victims prefer
to settle cases through family mediation rather than seek justice. Hence, it is fundamental that
more secure channels of communication such as women-only discussion groups, other local
support groups, and women’s associations are established for female victims and survivors. Also,
in encouraging women to share their stories and lived experiences, it is crucial that women are
given the opportunity to select their preferred mode of sharing their stories and only do so when
they are physically, emotionally and mentally ready. Additional support mechanisms to avoid
further re-traumatization and safe protection should also be guaranteed, and psychological
rehabilitation provided to victims and survivors of state sanctioned violence.
Though the TRRC is contributing in awareness raising on violence prevention,
particularly sexual and gender-based violence and through its “Never Again” campaign, healing
and reconciliation is being promoted. However, “Never Again” is useful but not enough because
it does not guarantee change. The Gambian patriarchal system constructs women’s sexuality and
women’s bodies, thereby enabling most men to feel they have the right to do whatever they want
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to women. Therefore, transformation will only occur when women have the autonomy and
power over themselves. Further, change will happen when Gambian citizens are free,
enlightened and exercise their power to hold their leaders and public institutions accountable.
Thus, further investigation is crucial on this topic of violence prevention, and accountability and
justice for victims and survivors of Jammeh’s authoritarian rule.
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APPENDIX
Appendix 1: IRB Interview and Survey Questions
Thesis Topic: The Impact of State Violence on Women
Dictatorship in The Gambia
Principal Investigator:

Faculty Advisor:

During the 22 Years of

Isatou Bittaye-Jobe, M.A, BSc.
CUNY Student
Professor Jayne Mooney, Ph.D., Postgraduate Diploma, B.A (Hons)
Associate Professor
John Jay College of Criminal Justice and The Graduate Center
Sociology, Women’s Studies and Criminal Justice Departments

Introduction
This research is done in fulfillment of the requirements of a Master’s Degree at the Graduate
Center, City University of New York. The research aims to examine the impact of gendered
and sexual violence perpetrated by state authorities on women during former President
Yahya Jammeh’s twenty-two years of dictatorial rule in The Gambia, and the contributions
of women in bringing democratic change in the country.
Eligibility
You are being asked to participate in this research study because you are believed to be a
victim or survivor of violence perpetrated against you or an immediate member of your
family by state authorities during former President Yahya Jammeh’s dictatorial rule in The
Gambia (July 1994 to January 2017).
At any point that you feel uncomfortable answering any of the questions asked in this
research or if you do not wish to answer a question, you can skip it and go to the next
question. You may refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and remain
in the study.
Purpose
o
The purpose of this research study is to explore how the twenty-two years of
dictatorship in The Gambia affected women by analyzing women’s experiences with
violence perpetuated against them by agents of the state during the period. You may want to
participate in this research because you or a member of your family had suffered violence
from state authorities during the dictatorship and you are willing and feel comfortable to
share your experience in this study. The information we collect from you will not be stored
or used for future research. The survey will last approximately 30 minutes.
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If you consent to participate in this research, please click the button at the bottom of this
page to proceed to the survey.

o

Research Risks
Participation in this research might pose some risk or discomfort to you as some questions
are of personal nature and may trigger negative emotions from past experiences. However,
you can choose not to answer questions that you do not feel comfortable answering or exit
the survey at any time. We ask that you take the survey where you feel like your privacy is
protected.

Benefits
Participation in this research is voluntary and there are no direct benefits to you for
participating in this research. However, as current research on this topic is limited, your
participation in this research will allow us in further understanding the impact of the twentytwo years dictatorship on women in The Gambia, particularly as it relates to violence
perpetuated by state authorities and will serve as a foundation for future studies and
prevention of violence against women in The Gambia.
Confidentiality and Data Protection
The researcher will maintain confidentiality of any information that is collected during this
research study, and you will not be ask any private identifiable information or data that will
reveal your identity. There will be no coding of any information and responses to the survey
will not be stored in any public computer. This survey is being conducted on Google survey
platform and IP addresses of participants are not recorded. Completed questionnaires are
stored on password protected and encrypted worksheet online interface and only the PI and
Study Advisor listed at the beginning of this consent form will have access to this
anonymous individual-level data. However, authorized CUNY staff, and U.S. government
agencies that oversee this type of research may have access to research data and records in
order to monitor the research. Additionally, individual-level data will be deleted/destroyed
and will not be use in future research. However, per CUNY policy, data must be retained for
three years after the research is completed and once the three years has elapsed, all individual
research data will be destroyed. The dissertation, publications and/or presentations that result
from this study will never identify you specifically, any member of your family or your
community; only aggregate results will be reported. However, it is important to note that
absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed when participants use the internet to answer
survey questions.
Your participation in this research is voluntary. If you have any questions, you can contact
Isatou Bittaye-Jobe, Principal Investigator, email: ibittayejo@gradcenter.cuny.edu or phone:
+1 631 526 1048. If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant or if
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you would like to talk to someone other than the researchers, you can contact CUNY
Research Compliance Administrator at +1 646-664-8918 or HRPP@cuny.edu.
After discussing the above research description, please indicate whether you consent to be
interviewed for this research. *
.
YES, I consent to participate in this study
NO, I do not consent to participate in the study

* Required
Demographic information

1.

What gender do you identify with? *
Woman
Man
Gender Non-conforming
Transgender woman
Transgender man
I prefer not to answer
Other:

2.

What is your age? *
0 < 18 years
18 ~ 25 years
26 ~ 35 years
36 ~ 50 years
51 years > above
I prefer not to answer

3.

What is your marital status? *
Married
Single
Widowed
Divorced
I prefer not to answer
Other:
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4.Do you have children? *
Yes
No
I prefer not to answer
If you answered yes to the previous question, how many children do you have?

5. Are you currently employed? *
Employed
Unemployed
Self-employed
Stay-at-home parent
Retired
Student
I prefer not to answer
6.

What is your profession?

7.

What is your educational level? *
No formal education
Some formal education
High School
Associate degree/Diploma
Bachelor’s degree
Professional Studies
Master’s
Degree Ph.D.
Arabic/Islamic Education
I prefer not to answer
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8. Which region/city/municipality of The Gambia were you residing at the time of your
victimization or your immediate family member's victimization? *
Banjul
Kanifing Municipality
West Coast Region
North Bank Region
Lower River Region
Central River Region
Upper River Region
Outside The Gambia
I prefer not to answer
Participation in bringing democratic change

9. Have you ever participated in any activity either voluntarily or as a result of your work that
contributed to the fight to end the dictatorship in The Gambia? *
Yes
No
I prefer not to answer
10. If you answered Yes to the previous question, what form of activity or role did you play?
Please explain:
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11. Has any member of your immediate family ever participated in any activity either
voluntarily or as a result of their work that contributed to the fight to end dictatorship in
The Gambia? *

Yes
No
I prefer not to answer

12. If you answered Yes to the previous question, please explain your relationship with that
immediate family member?
Husband
Father
Brother
Mother
Son
Daughter
Wife
Sister
Other
I prefer not to answer
13.

Are you currently involved in any activity or playing any role in the political and
democratization process in The Gambia? *

Yes
No
I prefer not to answer
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14. If you answered Yes to the previous question, what role you are currently playing? Please
explain:

Impact of the violence on women

15. Have you ever been affected by former President Yahya Jammeh’s 22 Years of Dictatorship
in The Gambia? *

Yes
No
I prefer not to answer
16. If you answered Yes to the previous question, how have you been impacted? *
Direct impact (you were victimized yourself)
Secondary impact (victimized as a result of your immediate family member’s arrest,
killing, disappearance, torture, rape, sexual harassment, other forms of victimization)
I prefer not to answer
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17. If you were victimized as a result of your immediate family member's arrest, killing,
disappearance, torture, etc., please explain your relationship with that family member?

Husband
Father
Brother
Mother
Son
Daughter
Wife
Sister
Other
I prefer not to answer

18. Have you ever experienced any form of violence from state authorities during former
President Jammeh’s 22 Years of Dictatorship? *

Yes
No
I prefer not to answer
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19. From which state authority did you or your immediate family member experienced
violence from? *
Gambia Police Force
National Intelligence Agency (NIA)
Gambia Armed Forces
Public/Government Officials (e.g. Ministers, Directors, etc.)
Former President Yahya Jammeh
Gambia Prison Services
Gambia Immigration Department
Gambia Fire and Rescue Services
Local Government Authorities(Governor, Mayor, Chief, Alkalolu, District Tribunal)
None
I prefer not to answer
20.

What form of violence did you or your immediate family members experienced?
Please explain:

21. How has your experience with violence from state authorities impacted your life?
Please explain:
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22. How has this experience impacted your family, if any? Please explain:

23.

Do you have any experience with sexual and gender-based violence from state agencies

or former President Yahya Jammeh during the period of 22 years of dictatorship? *

Yes
No
I prefer not to answer

24. If Yes, what form of sexual and gender-based violence did you experienced? Please
explain:
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25.

How has this experience impacted you or your family? Please explain:

You have completed the interview. Thank you for your participation in this research.
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